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I Am AlwAys astonished by the number of people it takes to bring a single-authored book to publication, and this work is no exception. This project 
has deep roots; its origins are found in my dissertation, in which I investigated 
the founding of the National PTA. Therefore, I must begin by acknowledg-
ing the guidance of my thesis advisors, Vito Perrone, Sally Schwager, Barbara 
Beatty, and Linda Eisenmann. These four pushed my thinking about schooling 
and the influence of women volunteers, and when I felt challenged as a new-
comer to history, Vito would always remind me to just tell a story.
 My early attempts at writing history involved a focus on biographical anal-
ysis, but these investigations took me only so far analytically. As luck would 
have it, I landed a position as a research assistant during the last two years 
of my graduate program that has shaped my thinking for this study. Work-
ing under the direction of Theda Skocpol and Marshall Ganz of the Civic 
Engagement Project at Harvard University compelled me to think in terms 
of networks, civic associations, and the connections that are created between 
and among historical actors. I am indebted to Theda, Marshall, and the rest of 
the CEP researchers for helping me strengthen the analysis and giving me the 
framework within which this study resides. More recently, Abigail Peck sent 
me additional data from the CEP as I was finalizing the manuscript.
 When I finished my dissertation, I knew there was a larger story to be 
told about the racial policies and practices of the PTA, but uncovering the 
data and writing that history would take me well beyond my graduate school 
years. Presenting my emerging ideas at conferences as I continued to search 
for documentation on the National Congress of Colored Parents and Teachers 
proved to be a process that helped me develop the arguments and findings 
for this book. During the years I was developing those ideas, I benefited from 
the wisdom and encouragement of many colleagues, including Jim Anderson, 
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Nancy Beadie, Barbara Beatty, Susan Crawford, Bill Cutler, Linda Eisenmann, 
Michael Fultz, Vicki Gabriner, Ken Gold, Julia Grant, Val Littlefield, Margaret 
Nash, Dan Perlstein, Carol Rodgers, Wayne Urban, Vanessa Siddle Walker, 
Kathleen Weiler, Andrea Walton, Lynn Weiner, and Jon Zimmerman.
 My writing group pals Alison Cook-Sather, Alice Lesnik, and Kristine 
Lewis helped at a most critical point in the manuscript, reading first drafts 
of chapters. Their suggestions and comments sustained me throughout the 
process, and their being outsiders to history has helped, I hope, make the 
narrative more accessible to readers in general. Additional projects I worked 
on during my pre-tenure years connected me with scholars who have come to 
be mentors and friends. My collaboration with Jane Bernard-Powers, Marga-
ret Smith Crocco, Carole Hahn, and Joseph Watras has, I believe, helped me 
round out my repertoire of research skills.
 A handful of grants supported this research, including a Radcliffe Grant 
for Graduate Women; a Grant-in-Aid from the Rockefeller Archive Center in 
Pocantico Hills, New York; and a Research Travel Grant from the Institute for 
Southern Studies at the University of South Carolina. I also appreciated the 
help of archivists Chuck Hill at Eastern Kentucky University, Annie Wang at 
the National PTA, Jason Kneip and Samantha McNeilly at Auburn University 
at Montgomery, the folks at the Library of Congress, and Ken Rose and the 
staff at the Rockefeller Archive Center. Several grants from my department 
at Temple University’s College of Education and two summer research fel-
lowships allowed me the time, freedom, and financing to work on the book 
and gather the hard-to-find black PTA data. I am especially grateful for the 
unwavering support of my department chair, Thomas Walker. A research and 
study leave from Temple University allowed me the time to draft the book 
manuscript, and several individuals helped me pull things together toward the 
end. I am indebted to Jim Gilmour for preparing the charts and tables for the 
book and to Claudia Keenan for her feedback on the complete manuscript. 
Jackie McCarthy at the National PTA and PJ Norlander and Joy Gilbert at 
Arcadia Publishing approved the use of photos from their collections. I am 
appreciative of the expert guidance of Sandy Crooms and the rest of the staff 
at The Ohio State University Press.
 My parents have always been there as a source of support and strength. 
Losing my father and gaining a son while writing the manuscript has reminded 
me of the importance of keeping things in perspective and keeping me from 
thinking the book, as significant as it is to me professionally, was the only 
thing that mattered. As if that were not enough to remind me, Michael has 
been at my side, prodding me and encouraging me all the while, giving me 
the time and space to see this work come to publication. I dedicate this book 
to him.
IN 1897 at a meeting of the National Education Association, General Fed-eration of Women’s Clubs (GFWC) president Ellen M. Henrotin gave a 
speech on the role of women’s organizations in public education. She posited 
that the two major movements of the late nineteenth century—the “woman 
movement” and the development of popular education—were, in fact, interde-
pendent, as women volunteers worked tirelessly to shape schools and the cur-
riculum through their associations. She announced, “The work of the general 
federation from 1896 to 1898 will be devoted to furthering a knowledge of and 
an interest in the educational conditions of the United States, both in the state 
and public-school systems.” Citing the duplication of organized women’s work 
around the nation, Henrotin informed her audience of professional educators 
that superintendents and teachers are “often unable to secure needed reforms 
in this direction from the school boards. It needs an outside influence.” The 
outside influence, women’s federated associations, enabled women to wield 
public influence during a time when they were denied power through other 
means. Henrotin’s speech foreshadowed women’s educational activism for 
decades to come, through her own association and others, such as the National 
Association of Colored Women, the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union, 
and the National Congress of Parents and Teachers, known colloquially as the 
PTA.1 To Henrotin and her contemporaries, the benefits of organization were 
clear; they allowed for many members to unite around a common cause and 
to carry out work that relied on the strength of numbers. And no project was 
more important than education.
The National PTA, Race, and 
Civic Engagement
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 This book examines the history of what was arguably the largest voluntary 
organization in the twentieth century, the National PTA. The organization 
was founded in 1897 as the National Congress of Mothers to serve as a clear-
inghouse of information for parents. In 1908 its name was changed to the 
National Congress of Mothers and Parent-Teacher Associations, reflecting 
broader trends in parent-teacher organizing around the country. By 1924 it 
was called the National Congress of Parents and Teachers. Two years later, the 
National Congress of Colored Parents and Teachers was founded as a com-
pletely segregated branch, with separate national, state, and local units to serve 
the schools of the Jim Crow South. Despite an announcement to members 
shortly after the Brown v. Board of Education decision on May 17, 1954, that 
segregated state and local units were to work together toward integration, the 
two PTA branches did not unify until 1970, resulting in the dissolution of 
the black PTA and loss of black and white members in significant numbers 
nationally.
 My focus is on organizational development, the networks that were forged, 
and how the rise and fall of PTA membership influenced schools in local com-
munities, federal legislation, and, in particular, equity in education. I ask how 
legions of women came together to join a major federated organization and 
what they sought to accomplish by building such an extensive network dedi-
cated to public schooling. Moreover, and what challenges the popular percep-
tion of the PTA, I posit that one cannot truly understand the history of the 
PTA until one gazes through the lens of race. In this book I contrast the work 
of the white and black PTA branches, showing how racial uplift and interracial 
cooperation served as guiding principles to the black association, while white 
PTA state and local branches did not have to consider either. In particular, I 
argue that the National PTA’s inclusive racial policy often conflicted with its 
own and public schools’ segregationist practices, and I demonstrate that what 
began in the Progressive era as an earnest, if not elitist, effort by organized 
white women to include all parents and citizens in membership based on the 
principles of child welfare became, during the Civil Rights movement, an 
embarrassing clash of principle and practice. Essentially, the federated design 
of the National PTA—modeled on the U.S. government—helped sustain seg-
regationist practices, as local and state levels of the organization had the over-
sight of their own particular programs and activities.
 The PTA was founded at the height of the women’s club movement and 
was one of a long succession of voluntary organizations to shape the nation’s 
political and social life; its membership drew on both the General Federa-
tion of Women’s Clubs and the National Association of Colored Women. 
The tradition of women’s and men’s voluntary membership associations 
reaches back to the nation’s early decades, on which French aristocrat Alexis 
de Tocqueville remarked, “Americans of all ages, all conditions, all minds 
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constantly unite. . . . Everywhere that, at the head of a new undertaking, you 
see the government in France and a great lord in England, count on it that you 
will perceive an association in the United States.” For Tocqueville as well as 
contemporary scholars, the voluntary organizations that made up civil soci-
ety were a critical feature of civic engagement in a democracy, and were not 
entirely separate from the state and electoral politics. More recently, political 
scientist Theda Skocpol has reminded us that voluntary membership associa-
tions of many kinds peppered the American landscape, many of them forming 
in the post–Civil War years, and became increasingly connected to “translocal 
organizational networks” that ran parallel to the local-state-national structure 
of the U.S. state. Fraternal orders, women’s organizations, and veterans’ groups 
are just some of the kinds of networks that developed, overlapped, and shaped 
U.S. political, civic, and social life in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.2
 Americans’ civic engagement throughout history has been expressed gen-
erally through formal party politics and voluntary associations. Arguably, vol-
untary associations have been more robust expressions of civic engagement, 
since they allow for a greater number of participants. They also allow for dif-
ferent kinds of civic work, day-to-day efforts that elicit more tangible results. 
Women thus could enact their political lives through organizations long before 
they had the vote, but as this study shows, women’s voluntary efforts continued 
long after the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment. This research is based 
on the understanding that voluntary associations are at the heart of civil soci-
ety, or the networks of groups and organizations within which people relate 
to one another and engage in community and political affairs. Civil society, in 
other words, operates in the space between individual citizens and the govern-
ment.3 Americans’ propensity for forming voluntary membership associations 
has captured the interest of sociologists, historians, and political scientists but 
has been largely overlooked by educational historians.4 Certainly, historians of 
education have studied such organizations as the Woman’s Christian Temper-
ance Union, the National Education Association, and the National Association 
for the Advancement of Colored Persons, but they have not investigated them 
as political entities or looked at the role of organized networks as institutions 
in the history of schooling and the curriculum. Some studies have argued 
significant determination on the part of African American parents and citi-
zens, but these are local case histories that overlook the translocal networks 
of organized volunteers and how these state and national associations shaped 
and informed local activities.5 Therefore, I argue that volunteers with a vested 
interest in public education were widely and deeply linked through volun-
tary organizations that wielded much power through fundraising, curriculum 
work, and political lobbying well beyond the Progressive era.
 The research of Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba explores the United 
States’ “participant-civic culture,” in which citizens believed themselves to be 
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quite successful in influencing government at high levels. The same notion 
may be applied to the PTA’s impact on public education. Among the most 
powerful groups in the twentieth century, the PTA, while leaving the manage-
ment of the school to professionals, wielded a large measure of influence on 
school officials, the curriculum, and education in general. Black and white 
PTA workers were quite confident, in fact, about their ability to carry out their 
program and to shape public schools. They ran health programs, raised money 
for books and buses, and promoted international initiatives such as UNESCO 
to members in local units. Rather than employing a microanalytical approach 
that focuses on the relationships between and among individuals such as par-
ents and teachers, this book views citizens’ and volunteers’ efforts to play a role 
in education as a form of civic engagement. Therein lies the book’s contribu-
tion: acknowledging the important role that voluntary organizations, or civil 
society, played in education in the twentieth century.6
 The PTA was more solid and durable than a loosely knit band of volun-
teers. Soon after its founding in 1897, it became an institution in American 
civic life that counted in its membership professional educators and adminis-
trators, especially in the segregated schools of the South. In the pages that fol-
low I demonstrate how the development of its infrastructure worked to serve 
schools and communities in diverse regions and settings. By taking an institu-
tional view, this organizational history examines the role of a federated network 
in and its impact on public education, rather than considering the role of scat-
tered, disconnected citizens. In particular, I reveal how the organization was 
founded on the principle of including African American citizens, how black 
women worked to form their own segregated PTA units since they were not 
admitted into full membership in the white PTA, and the ways in which orga-
nizational leaders worked to unite the two PTA branches in the post-Brown 
years. I begin with the understanding that members worked together through 
networks, choosing to act based on organizational bylaws and guidelines and 
interpreting these rules according to their own goals within local communi-
ties. However, as Skocpol argues, an institutional perspective maintains that, 
just as much as trust, distrust is important to organizational vibrancy and, 
hence, a healthy democracy. Distrust and conflict were at the heart of the seg-
regated PTA’s development as members of marginalized groups found a place 
in the association and helped extend its institutional infrastructure through 
the American South. However, this distrust—or racism, really—resulted in the 
near-undoing of the association. As PTA leaders at the national level directed 
state and local units in the South to unify, the organization lost one-quarter of 
its membership during the 1960s and decreased to one-half its size by 1980. 
Many black parents no longer felt welcome in the desegregated units of local 
schools, and white members in some locations in the South did not want to be 
a part of an integrated association.7
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 Volunteer work through the PTA—organizing fundraisers, coordinating 
workshops and meetings, and running for office—shaped local schools and 
gave members, the vast majority of whom were women, leadership training 
in fundraising, parliamentary practice, and legislative matters. Such activi-
ties allowed women to enact their political lives before the passage of the 
Nineteenth Amendment. After 1920 the same association continued to help 
women serve the public. It helped white members play a leading role in help-
ing pass the School Lunch Act and also provided a venue for black teachers to 
coordinate civil rights work when membership in the NAACP was perilous or 
even banned. Yet the PTA held great importance in black and white women’s 
social and political lives, beyond political participation. Within the organi-
zation the average person rose to new levels of leadership, coordinated legisla-
tive and educational plans through a vast network, and relied on a clear system 
of order and rules in place to guide the program and activities of volunteers. 
Yet the PTA, like other voluntary associations, was not rigid and static, and 
in fact has always had much flexibility to allow for local units to conduct rel-
evant and meaningful work not always directly related to the larger purposes 
expressed in the goals of the national association. A unifying issue bonded all 
members around one or more core issues: the welfare of children and young 
people. While the PTA did not focus solely on public education—or at least it 
did not intend to originally—it became an educational institution itself in the 
twentieth century.8
Lines of Inquiry
The history of American education has focused, in general, on two major 
themes: the development of formal schooling and the professionalization of 
teaching. In order to understand these foci, one must consider the context of 
significant economic, intellectual, and social changes, such as greater automa-
tion and a reliance on technology, urbanization and the transition from an 
agrarian economy, and the rise of science as a guiding principle in life and 
the economy. These changes called for greater attention to the education of 
youth and their preparation for life in a democracy. In this context, public 
schools took shape, and with them the school curriculum, which was remade 
to serve functional ends. This book adds yet another important context to the 
rise of popular education in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries: 
the role of civil society and voluntary organizations, in particular women’s 
associations.
 Historians have not only emphasized the professionalization of teaching 
and educational administration as a central interpretive thread in the history 
of American education but have also tended to examine the past from the 
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perspective of professional educators. Some argue that the original impetus 
to form home-school groups came from within the school and that women 
volunteers, or parents, were concerned primarily with their own children. This 
interpretation overlooks civil society and the ability of organized women to 
mobilize a great number of volunteers around issues that were common to a 
diverse body of people, arguing that to do so was to serve the greater good. 
Therefore, existing scholarship not only gives a limited view but also tends to 
downplay and even denigrate citizens’ contributions to public education. Thus, 
much of the history of education has omitted or marginalized the citizen, the 
volunteer, and the layperson. Were we to synthesize the many works on the 
history of schooling, we might come away with the impression that citizens 
and school volunteers were meddlers, rabble-rousers, or, worse yet, completely 
absent. As a result, the role that volunteers have played in the development of 
schools and the curriculum becomes trivialized in and tangential to the larger 
story of public education.9
 My research takes a different view, looking from the perspective of associa-
tional ties to show how the women’s club movement of the turn of the twen-
tieth century and the rise of popular education during this era converged in 
the creation of the National PTA. In so doing, I reiterate William J. Reese’s 
dialectic approach in that I investigate the role of outsiders to education. Yet I 
extend the time period covered by Reese to argue that the PTA had its great-
est impact on schools and citizens after the Progressive era, when it grew to 
become a political and social reform behemoth. From the mid-1920s to the 
dissolution of the black PTA in 1970, the PTA was integrally involved in cur-
ricular decisions, school maintenance, and legislation on behalf of children 
and families. Viewing such efforts and the actors who coordinated them not as 
meddling masses but as efficiently organized citizens with intellectual, moral, 
and political motives expands the history of American education to consider 
the role and influence of civil society. In other words, I explore how a nation-
ally networked voluntary organization sought to impose order from the out-
side of newly emerging school systems. It should not be underestimated that 
the PTA was networked nationally in a way public schools never were during 
the first three-quarters of the twentieth century.10
 The PTA is commonly understood to be a white, middle-class women’s 
organization. However, although the membership of the organization was not 
exceedingly diverse, it was more varied than we have understood it to be, for 
in its membership could be counted black and white, men and women, and 
volunteers and professionals. Other scholars to investigate the association have 
focused appropriately on its white female leaders’ elitism and noblesse oblige 
in public and educational projects. I wish to move beyond this understand-
ing, taking it as a given—that white middle-class women wished to control 
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and manage the working classes and people of color—while investigating how 
those on the margins of the organization, African American teachers and 
community leaders, used the federated organization to their own ends. In 
particular, black members sought to have a voice in public education. They 
viewed the PTA as a means to gain decision-making power in schools and a 
way to fight for educational equity because their own associations, for most of 
the twentieth century, did not have as much authority in national matters.11
 Nonetheless, we are well cautioned to remember that the PTA has neither 
sought to make radical change in schools and society, nor were its leaders—
black or white—on the vanguard of liberalism. PTA leaders were not innova-
tors but rather popularizers and promoters of others’ ideas. Thus, the history of 
the PTA is less about noteworthy achievements and more about the day-to-day 
work it has carried out in countless communities in the north and south, and 
city and country. Following Darlene Rebecca Roth’s observation that “Histori-
ans are disappointed when organizations do not make powerful political state-
ments,” I maintain that in the history of the PTA, common, everyday acts had 
a power and force of their own that have been overlooked.12 The importance 
of the organization in public education is as much about the small, everyday 
acts of promoting study groups to educate parents, holding fundraisers to buy 
books and materials, and developing leaders within its ranks as it is about the 
major legislative reforms it has coordinated.13 Yet I maintain that it is through 
these routine and ordinary acts that the PTA developed a strong organization 
and wielded power. That is, we should not view the minutiae of local PTA 
activity as separate and distinct from its broader civic role in shaping public 
education. At the local level, especially in the South for African American 
women, such acts were political, since they challenged white school leaders by 
influencing the curriculum and getting the resources that white school boards 
would not fund.14 Therefore, the importance of the organization is revealed 
through its officers’ and members’ interactions in the interstices of its program 
goals and the mission of public education. It also allowed for rapid dissemina-
tion of information to members and the American public, the development of 
leaders within its ranks at each level of the organization, and the implementa-
tion of initiatives and programs around core principles that included healthful 
living and citizenship.
 This study of the PTA, which explores a dimension of community-school 
relations, adds an institutional view from outside of schools but within com-
munities in the hopes of revealing new insights about the role of civic organiza-
tions in popular education. The existing scholarship on the history of schools 
and communities consists generally of three overlapping lines of inquiry in 
interpreting the role of volunteers and citizens, organized and otherwise, each 
of which is useful in investigating the history of the PTA: gender, the conflict-
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cooperation continuum, and social capital. The first, gender, is one of the 
most common lenses and perhaps the most obvious. Since women made up 
the majority of school volunteers, this approach examines their efforts in light 
of various tropes, such as that of “new woman” or maternalism.15 Employing 
them necessarily relies on the framework of separate spheres, which derives 
an understanding of separate and distinct arenas of activity for men (public, 
work) and women (private, home).16 Therefore, much of the scholarship on 
women’s clubs and parent-teacher associations argues that such groups gave 
white, middle-class women an acceptable public space in which to work.17 
For example, James L. Leloudis’s study on the Woman’s Association for the 
Betterment of Public Schools (WABPS) of North Carolina, a group which 
was formed in the early twentieth century and which later became the white 
PTA for that state, argues that volunteer work in schools gave bored, middle-
class women an acceptable outlet for activity in the public sphere. Leloudis 
explains, “In performing that work, the women regained their lost self-esteem 
and perfected their traditional role in a public as well as private capacity.” The 
WABPS took pains to reassure the public that there was no “new woman” 
attitude about their work, sought to distance themselves from the ideology 
of the new woman, and reminded the public that they were genteel Southern 
mothers.18
 William J. Reese’s research on grassroots efforts in school reform during 
the Progressive era makes a strong case for the importance of women volun-
teers in public education. He argues a point that has largely been overlooked 
in the history of education scholarship: that members of the General Federa-
tion of Women’s Clubs and other women’s associations influenced virtually 
every administrative, curricular, and social service reform in urban public 
schools in the early twentieth century. Reese uses the phrase “new woman” in 
reference to the clubwomen in his study and also calls them liberals. However, 
while the clubwomen in his study had a liberal political bent, the term does 
not adequately describe the ideological diversity of clubwomen undertaking 
similar work around the nation. Therefore, the historiography of the roles 
that women’s organizations played in school reform efforts raises definitional 
issues regarding how to characterize the women members of the PTA. In seek-
ing to categorize women school volunteers, historians have reached for readily 
available categories, which are not necessarily appropriate for a history of the 
PTA because the classifications are not able to span the geographical and tem-
poral reaches of such a large organizational network. Moreover, since most of 
the terms connote degrees of political conservatism or liberalism, it is practi-
cally impossible to find one descriptor to capture a relatively broad range of 
beliefs. That is, what may be appropriate for a local case history or abbreviated 
time period, such as the Progressive era, does not hold when one considers 
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that PTA women were part of larger translocal networks and that, in many 
instances, their work changed with circumstance and over time.19
 Maternalism, or the belief that women’s public work is based on their pro-
clivity for care and nurturance, and that all women are united in their “com-
mon capacity for motherhood,” is another frequently employed interpretation 
of women in the early PTA. Molly Ladd-Taylor uses the phrase “sentimental 
maternalists” to portray the founding leaders of the PTA, who were more apt 
to use the rhetoric of motherhood to argue for morality and social order than 
for democracy and justice. While the idea of sentimental motherhood cer-
tainly is useful in understanding the early leadership and program of the PTA, 
it is limited, again, because the movement to reform schools through volunteer 
efforts was so widespread and so appealing a notion, politically and socioeco-
nomically, and because racially diverse women were involved in leading state 
and local units around the country. In fact, many PTA leaders outside of the 
inner circle of founding officers did frame their program and efforts in terms 
of justice and democracy. Finally, since maternalism as a framework became 
outdated after 1920, when women won the vote with the passage of the Nine-
teenth Amendment, it is inappropriate to use the term to describe PTA women 
through the mid-twentieth century.20
 Race presents an additional complication for a study that includes black 
PTA workers, a group not typically considered by historians to be “new women” 
or maternalist in political bent. The lives of black women were vastly differ-
ent from those of white women, even those of the middling classes, largely 
because of the need to combine waged with unwaged work, such as house-
keeping and childrearing, as well as the emphasis on racial uplift that pervaded 
black women’s lives. However, the presumption of greater economic and social 
independence has led Glenda Elizabeth Gilmore to argue that black college-
educated women had indeed been “new women” since the days of Reconstruc-
tion, long before their white counterparts, just as their voluntary organizations 
predated white women’s.21 Ladd-Taylor reflects on maternalism in terms of the 
women of the National Association of Colored Women (NACW), arguing that 
even though they were involved in child welfare work and used the rhetoric 
of motherhood to justify their efforts, they cannot be considered maternal-
ists, because they valued women’s economic independence more than white 
women did. In this book, instead of applying existing constructs, I take a cue 
from Anne Meis Knupfer and choose a focus on the perspectives of black PTA 
workers from within their association that is grounded in their day-to-day 
activities and that seeks to acknowledge the interweaving of race, class, and 
gender. Again, my point is that given the relative diversity of PTA women, and 
the fact that this study spans seven decades, it is difficult, if not impossible, to 
utilize an existing trope from the research on gender and women’s history to 
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illuminate the political perspectives or frameworks within which PTA women 
worked. Nonetheless, the reader will find that some of the ideas discussed 
above can be found in my analysis of women’s organized work in schools prior 
to 1920.22
 In addition to using gender as an interpretive framework in the history of 
school volunteers, scholars have emphasized the struggle between profession-
als and laypersons, based on the premise that they are two distinct and oppos-
ing groups. This argument assumes that when the two interact, the result is 
either cooperation or conflict due to an imbalance of power and a struggle for 
control. The cooperation-conflict interpretation appears to be so obvious that 
we do not question its application. It necessarily hinges on the development of 
teaching as a profession and the bureaucratization of schools, as it presupposes 
a fissure between two institutions, home and school, and establishes a tension 
that must be resolved through the amity or enmity between them.23
 Also, a tendency in the cooperation-conflict interpretation is to view 
schools as organizations in opposition to individuals, usually parents. One 
need not look further than the title of William W. Cutler’s study, Parents and 
Schools, to note this imbalance. In his foundational study, Cutler argues that 
the relationship between teaching professionals and parent volunteers went 
from adversarial in the mid-nineteenth century to cooperative at the turn of 
the twentieth century and back again to adversarial from the mid-nineteenth 
to late twentieth centuries. Building on the work of David Tyack, he argues 
that the central reason for this tension is the bureaucratization of schools, 
which created a rift between home and school. However, while Tyack argues 
that bureaucratization drove parents and teachers apart, Cutler claims instead 
that bureaucratization and professionalization gave educators the skills to 
enlist parents as allies and to build them into the organizational framework of 
the school.24
 This scholarship, by focusing on the potentially adversarial relationship 
between community members and education professionals, has created a 
dualism in the history of homes and schools that does not always hold. It is 
an appropriate interpretation, but a limited one. The cooperation-conflict line 
of inquiry overlooks the possibility of multiple constituencies, such as homes, 
schools, businesses, government, civic associations, all with a stake in public 
education. Also, this line of inquiry assumes that membership did not overlap 
and that the two groups—professional and citizen—are separate and distinct. 
As this study reveals, the leadership of the black PTA was composed almost 
entirely of teachers. African American teachers and school leaders built the 
NCCPT and directed it until the merger in 1970. Therefore, my analysis views 
the PTA as an organization unto itself as well as in relation to public educa-
tion without placing the dichotomous relationship between school and home 
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at the center. Moreover, in research on the segregated schools of the South in 
the early twentieth century, one rarely finds the cooperation-conflict interpre-
tation, for good reason. In almost all of these cases, home and school—black 
teachers, parents, and citizens—were united by race work and the necessity of 
educating African American children in a racist and segregated society. Often 
these parties were united against white business leaders and school boards. 
Also, the fact that the black PTA at local, state, and national levels was led by 
black teachers changed the nature of PTA work, since it was typically viewed 
by the wider community as a professional association, or at the very least a 
hybrid that blended professional pursuits and volunteer efforts.25
 Instead, the research on schools in the Jim Crow South has tended to 
employ social or cultural capital as an explanatory framework for citizens’ 
efforts, meaning the benefits accrued to an individual or group through their 
networks or sets of relationships.26 Because black schools in the South suf-
fered materially for most of the twentieth century, the historiography of Afri-
can American community-school relations draws heavily on social theory, 
in particular the theories of social and cultural capital, to reveal how segre-
gated schools were built and supplied with resources donated by citizens. For 
example, V. P. Franklin explains that social capital within the black community 
helped develop banks, orphanages, settlement houses, and schools. He argues, 
“African Americans mobilized their collective resources to establish social 
and cultural institutions that would benefit not just individuals, but the entire 
group.” Though the interpretive framework of social capital is not central, the 
idea of it is apparent in the research on case studies of black communities and 
schools, including Vanessa Siddle Walker’s study of the Caswell County Train-
ing School and David Cecelski’s treatment of Hyde County, North Carolina, 
during the Civil Rights movement. Both Walker and Cecelski uncover com-
munities that supported schooling and education despite gross inequities in 
funding. These communities and others in the literature were rich in social 
and cultural capital.27
 This study of the PTA, therefore, draws on the notion of social capital, 
especially its two forms. The first, bonding social capital, refers to members 
joining an organization because they are similar to one another, such as middle- 
class, white PTA women. Robert Putnam contrasts bonding with bridging 
social capital, which unites people across social and cultural divisions. For 
example, bridging capital is evidenced in the links that were formed across 
racial and class lines in the PTA, which united disparate members around 
a common goal or idea. In essence, bridging social capital, similar to Mark 
Granovetter’s notion of the “strength of weak ties,” makes for stronger associa-
tions and connections than bonding social capital because it links together a 
greater number of people. Therefore, bridging social capital helps explain the 
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PTA’s ability to conduct such large-scale work across diverse communities and 
to be so successful for so long a period of time.28
 Yet social capital does not entirely help me interpret the development of 
the PTA as an organization, because the concept is contingent on the idea of 
members trusting one another. An element of distrust pervaded the efforts of 
the segregated PTA. White PTA leaders did not trust that black PTA units in 
the South would remain true to the organization’s principles, so they devel-
oped ways to monitor the NCCPT’s activities over time. For example, although 
fundraising was a central feature of PTA work, white PTA leaders criticized 
black local units for their fundraising efforts, wondering aloud whether they 
detracted from the educational purposes of the organization. Likewise, black 
PTA leaders did not always trust that their best interests would be consid-
ered by white organizational leaders, yet over time many black PTA leaders 
became increasingly invested in the organization as a way to maintain control 
over the schooling and curriculum of black children. Motivated by distrust, 
African Americans in the PTA organized, amassed resources, and mobi-
lized themselves through an organization that denied them full membership 
because that same organization gave them standing in the wider public and 
access to national educational and political leaders. Therefore, by considering 
social distrust in addition to social capital—which Skocpol argues is critical to 
understanding large-scale voluntary associations—I am able to look beyond 
networks of individuals to take a broader, institutional view that allows me 
to map the development of the PTA, placing up front questions about how 
members related to one another and for what purposes.29
 White and black PTA branches, both federated associations with broad-
based influential networks by the mid-twentieth century, employed various 
tactics to spread ideas and repertoires of skills among members to effect change 
in education. Viewing the PTA as an institution with a well-coordinated infra-
structure reveals organizational leaders’ efforts and accomplishments that do 
not emerge in individual case histories. PTA work was remarkably similar 
across the nation and constant across time, as a result of its organizational 
structure and bylaws. Yet local needs were met through the flexibility of this 
structure, which allowed for the organization’s longevity. Central to this story 
is how black and white PTA workers carved out a means by which they could 
express themselves and their wishes for public education and faced the chal-
lenges of racism and segregation, and how they employed and interpreted 
PTA bylaws, structure, and programs to achieve various goals in the push to 
desegregate schools and the organization. In addition to recounting important 
ways the PTA shaped public education, I consider what is obscured by histo-
rians’ interpretations to date and what other ways of looking might aid us in 
understanding the past of voluntary contributions to public education.
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Diminishing as It Advanced
The PTA is so ubiquitous in the popular imagination that we often assume 
we know precisely what the organization stood for, who its members were, 
and what it sought to accomplish. While it is, of course, true that the organ-
ization focused on education and that its membership was largely composed 
of white, middle-class women, there is a subtext to the history of the PTA 
that has mostly gone unnoticed: the muted voices of those who wished to 
have a say in public life and education but who were marginalized in it. This 
book, therefore, is anchored by questions of race, difference, and equality as 
an investigation of the segregated policies and practices of the PTA drives the 
analysis. While the organization brought members together around certain 
core ideals—the belief in public education as the cornerstone of democracy, 
and the understanding that volunteers, citizens, and parents should play a role 
in schools and the shaping of the curriculum—it likewise offered a venue for 
racism, factionalism, and territorialism. Theoretically, the PTA allowed for 
its diverse membership to discuss and debate its hopes for the future through 
common projects and face-to-face meetings; such were the benefits of being 
part of a major national voluntary organization. Whereas the PTA could have 
given citizens what Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham calls a discursive arena, or 
a “social space of unifying and conflicting discourses,” this potential was not 
realized, because of its completely separate federated structure and the infre-
quency of regular meetings between the two organizations. Therefore, the 
potential for the PTA to bring diverse members together around common 
issues was largely untapped, since the vast majority of local and state units 
were not integrated. Nevertheless, the separate PTA groups availed members a 
public place to carry on conversations about race and inequality, though these 
discussions were held within homogeneous groups.30
 The PTA idea appealed to African American teachers and citizens, since it 
embodied principles and ideals that were not unique to any race, culture, gen-
der, or socioeconomic class: the education of young people and their prepara-
tion for life in a democracy. The articulations of the segregated branch of the 
PTA, the National Congress of Colored Parents and Teachers (NCCPT), for 
a long time had been drowned out by the din of the larger, white, majority 
association. Founded as a parallel organization in 1926 for black members 
and with separate national, state, and local units, the Colored Congress, or 
black PTA, provided a forum for the wishes of African American educational 
leaders and citizens, mainly in the southern United States, in public education. 
We do not have a full picture of the history of the PTA until we consider the 
history of its segregated association and its relationship to the white organ-
ization.31
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 Proportionately smaller than the NCPT, but well known among and net-
worked with black educational and political leaders and associations, the 
NCCPT gave its members a measure of control within school systems that 
sought to exclude or marginalize them. It allowed for the development of a 
black educational leadership that sustained itself over time and added an addi-
tional network that united social, political, and educational leaders across the 
South to such organizations as the National Association of Colored Women 
(NACW), the National Association for Teachers in Colored Schools (NATCS), 
the Urban League, and the National Association for the Advancement of Col-
ored Persons (NAACP). The fight for the desegregation of schools and the 
PTA by black members came at a steep price; in 1970 the two PTA branches 
desegregated, or merged, resulting in the loss of the black PTA’s leaders, its 
membership base, and the control it had over the education of African Ameri-
can youth. Black PTA leaders debated among themselves the price to be paid 
with desegregation, and ultimately, though not all were willing, they agreed to 
merge with the white organization. An organizational history of the NCCPT 
written by one of its members presages this fact in a foreboding note. Pub-
lished in 1961, a decade before the last two state units were desegregated, its 
closing line reads, “So the National Congress of Colored Parents and Teachers 
marches on, diminishing as it advances.”32
 Reading the available documentation on the Colored Congress, which is 
sparse in comparison to the primary source materials on the white PTA, I was 
struck by the importance of the organization among black communities, the 
role it played in segregated schools, and its ability to bring together educa-
tional leaders across great distances. As desegregation proceeded, black PTA 
records note the anxiety and concern that years of hard work would be lost, 
and its leaders called for the recording of its history and accomplishments. 
This was a failed effort, as little documentation remains of the organization. 
Therefore, this book seeks, in part, to remedy the situation by reclaiming the 
history of the NCCPT as I raise questions about the role of an organized, net-
worked black citizenry in the lives of all schoolchildren. Through the process 
of reconstructing and interpreting this history, reading the extant papers of 
the NCCPT alongside NCPT documents offered a stunning revelation. While 
desegregation and equality in education were the central issues for the black 
PTA, they were barely mentioned in the voluminous white PTA collections I 
perused. Even though PTA founders built the organization’s original platform 
on racial inclusivity, over time white members and leaders had the luxury of 
not attending to racial matters. At the same time, black PTA leaders used the 
organization to fight for racial equality and to build interracial bridges, a task 
that they only partly accomplished.
 In the pages that follow, my narrative interweaves organizational develop-
ment, the day-to-day activities of the PTA, and the association’s racial policies 
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and practices. I begin with an analysis of the development of the white PTA, 
the National Congress of Mothers (NCM), during the height of the women’s 
club movement of the late nineteenth century. At this time, women’s organi-
zations began to focus intensely on improving public school systems around 
the country. Chapter 1 reveals how the federated Congress of Mothers was 
organized from the top down in a very short period of time as a result of 
its leaders’ ability to build on existing networks, such as the General Fed-
eration of Women’s Clubs. In addition to championing school reform efforts, 
the organization’s leaders promoted the functional over liberal arts course of 
study by arguing that the rearing of children belonged in the school curricu-
lum, but their hopes of remaking the school curriculum around parenting was 
never realized, because the interest of business and commerce won out as the 
curriculum came to favor vocationalism over parenting and home life. This 
chapter also shows how the PTA used its membership in the National Educa-
tion Association’s Department of Women’s Organizations to create local- and 
state-level units around the country. While organized women at first stood on 
virtually equal ground with professional educational leaders, they were later 
relegated to a supporting role which, paradoxically, ended up strengthening 
the organization.
 Chapter 2 traces the parallel efforts of black educators and clubwomen 
over the same time period, from the late 1890s to the mid-1920s, to estab-
lish a network of parent-teacher or home-school associations. I posit that the 
black club movement, as well as philanthropic initiatives to establish schools, 
resulted in the slow but steady rise of black home-school groups and school 
improvement societies. Unlike the white PTA, the black PTA was organized 
from the ground up by professional educators who provided leadership to 
black communities around the South. Four state organizations united in 1926 
to create the National Congress of Colored Parents and Teachers, which relied 
on the white organization—by that time called the National Congress of Par-
ents and Teachers—for materials and guidance.
 Chapter 3 explores the work of the black and white PTA branches from 
the mid-1920s to the end of World War II, showing how the same bylaws 
and program were interpreted and implemented in each. The focus of this 
chapter is on the fundraising efforts of both congresses; I argue that what was 
supplemental for white units was essential for black. In other words, by the 
third decade of the twentieth century, white parent-teacher associations had 
the luxury of holding bake sales and other fundraisers for the nonessentials in 
schools. Since school taxes were disproportionately funneled to white schools, 
black PTA units focused on fundraising for the most basic of needs: to build 
schools and to buy books and other educational materials. For this, it was 
criticized by white PTA leaders who worried that such an overemphasis on 
money might be detrimental to the PTA program and to its focus on the moral 
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and character education of young people. Also, I reveal how both branches 
of the PTA continued to concentrate on the school curriculum, in particu-
lar in promoting and helping carry out the Cardinal Principles of Education 
that originated with the National Education Association’s Committee to Reor-
ganize Secondary Education in 1918. Decades after public school educators 
embraced the seven Cardinal Principles, the PTA continued to organize its 
educational program around them.
 Chapter 4 investigates the legislative and civic education initiatives of the 
segregated PTA and argues that the seeds for its unification were sown during 
the 1930s and 1940s as it focused on intercultural education and international 
understanding. As the white PTA came to wield much power legislatively, 
both branches benefited. Most importantly during these decades, as the organ-
ization began to embrace and promote the cause of the United Nations after 
World War II, its leaders were forced to face the segregationist practices of the 
organization. While the white PTA referred obliquely to race and inequality 
in the United States in its journals, the black PTA used the new programmatic 
focus to enlist members in the cause of racial equality in the PTA, and in 
schools and communities.
 The last chapter explores the impact of the Brown decision on the seg-
regated PTA. After the Supreme Court’s decision on May 17, 1954, both 
congresses issued statements supporting the desegregation of schools and 
instructed members to do all they could to help educate communities and 
support education professionals. However, because the National Congress of 
Parents and Teachers deferred to its local and state units to determine the 
timeline and procedures for desegregation, it took nearly twenty years for 
the organization to unite. While the PTA units in the border states made the 
transition smoothly, the organizations—black and white—in the Deep South, 
following the pattern of school desegregation, held on until they were forced 
to comply by the National PTA leadership in 1970. With desegregation—or 
unification, as it was called—came the end of the Colored Congress, its strong 
leadership base in the black community, and the oversight it had of the educa-
tion of black children. Also, membership among whites in the newly unified 
PTA dropped precipitously as a result.
 The National PTA emerged from the women’s club movement in the late 
nineteenth century as women began to organize in greater numbers to shape 
society through their activism. The PTA notion that organized parent and citi-
zen volunteers can and should play a supportive role in schools was embraced 
by many, whether rural, urban, or suburban, rich or poor. It emerged as school 
improvement societies in the segregated schools of the American South in the 
early twentieth century and in the middle- and upper-middle-class neighbor-
hoods of the 1950s in Upstate New York.33 It manifested itself in the West 
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through a series of organized citizens, and it became a site of activism in urban 
schools in the Northeast and Midwest in the second half of the twentieth cen-
tury. It availed its members a voice in legislation, the power to shape local 
schools and curriculum, and an opportunity to socialize and build commu-
nity. Few civic organizations can claim such a central place in American life, 
education, and culture. As it organized education for the better part of the 
twentieth century, its own challenges with segregation and difference resulted 
in a weakened federation and diminished power in schools and society. Since 
that time, there has been no centralized, united force of volunteers and citizens 
organizing on behalf of schooling, nor has there been an infrastructure to sup-
port the marginalized and voiceless. We should wonder what has been lost, 
what has been gained, and what role civil society can play in public education 
in the future.
mANy of the nearly two thousand women who converged on Washing-ton, DC, that cold February day knew of the request. It had been well 
publicized a week before the first annual gathering of the National Congress 
of Mothers (NCM) on February 17, 1897, the gathering that would later result 
in the founding of the National PTA. Dr. Clara Bliss Finley, chair of the NCM 
Press Committee, forwarded the item to the major newspapers in the country: 
“hats off ” was the unusual appeal of the NCM leaders. “I think that ceasing 
to be a nuisance to our neighbor is the place to begin,” Finley explained. “Of 
course, the matter of removing hats is really left to the judgment of the wearer, 
but we will request that all who can will remove the nodding plumes and 
flower gardens while they are in the Congress.”1 It was a somewhat curious 
request to ask of the upper- and middle-class women delegates. “No Hats to 
Be Worn,” proclaimed one headline in anticipation of the event. Yet, with the 
exception of the radical dress reformer Dr. Mary Walker, those who attended 
this assembly were not what we would call “bloomer women,” though they 
did generally support certain reforms, such as the anti-corset movement, for 
health reasons.2
 In the late nineteenth century, dress reform was by contrast a small matter, 
but it signaled the convulsing changes taking place on the American political, 
social, and economic landscape. No sector of life remained untouched. Urban 
centers flourished amid the pall of pollution, crime, and poverty. Millions of 
immigrants arrived on America’s shores, many of them poor and in need of 
work and housing. Racial relations were at their nadir, as the gains won by the 
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Civil War and Reconstruction had been lost to growing laws and practices per-
taining to racial segregation. In the 1890s myriad Jim Crow laws were codified, 
relegating African Americans to special sections in railcars and public build-
ings and to separate schools. The economy fluctuated wildly as the nation’s 
leaders sought to bring the country through a series of depressions. There was 
a reason for the name “the Gilded Age,” for it reflected the millions earned by 
captains of industry and also mocked the widespread poverty and destitution 
of the era.3
 During this time, the lives of white, middle- and upper-class women were 
transformed, while their immigrant, rural, working-class, and racially and eth-
nically diverse sisters saw little improvement in their day-to-day lives. As the 
advancement of household technologies proceeded and domestic help became 
more affordable, even something as seemingly simple as indoor plumbing 
radically transformed the lives of privileged white women, since it reduced the 
effort needed for the most laborious and time-intensive household chores. As 
white women were left with more leisure time, they turned to self-improve-
ment through study circles, which eventually led them out the front door into 
the public arena and community reform. Women formed clubs and associa-
tions across the country as they met together, worked together, and planned 
ways to remake society and to help the poor and underprivileged. From the 
1870s through the 1890s, women’s clubs spread quickly around the United 
States, following no discernible geographic pattern. Just as many organizations 
were created in California as in New England, and they were found equally 
in city, town, and rural setting. While many associations remained indepen-
dent and local, many united to form national associations that linked women 
around the country.4
 By the 1890s, the height of the women’s club movement had arrived, as the 
number and variety of women’s organizations had increased exponentially and 
they became a common feature on the American political and social landscape. 
This was an era of large-scale organizing, during which it was not uncommon 
for white, middle-class women to start, join, and direct groups into a variety 
of public works. Women’s clubs offered, according to Sheila Rothman, female 
fellowship as they protected women’s virtues in an acceptable structure while 
allowing for increased involvement in community affairs. Women’s associa-
tions during this era were to be taken seriously, as they became “nationally 
organized and civically assertive.”5 While the largest associations had their 
origins in religious causes, such as the Young Woman’s Christian Association 
(YWCA) and the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU), a signifi-
cant few were organized on behalf of social reform and self-education.6 By the 
1890s the various causes became conflated into one broad-based agenda, as 
the leading women’s organizations resisted being limited in scope. The WCTU, 
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founded in 1873, pioneered women’s organized efforts in influencing com-
munity and legislative reforms, work that ended up having an impact on the 
public schools. In the late nineteenth century, the organization had established 
kindergartens, shaped the school curriculum, and attempted to reform the 
public high school.7 Through their efforts on behalf of public education, many 
organizations sought to build bridges across difference, though these bridges 
often were inadequately constructed and ephemeral.8
 Thus the hat issue at the first Mothers’ Congress was promoted as a symbolic 
as well as literal gesture, one in which the white, upper-class society matrons 
leading the charge sought to render a display of unity across class, religion, 
and even race. The curiosity regarding the removal of hats was reported on 
widely in the press while the Mothers’ Congress sessions were being held over 
three days in mid-February. One newspaper reported that founding president 
Alice McLellan Birney took the lead at an early session and doffed her hat in 
response to an anonymous note that circulated among the crowd request-
ing that she do so. As one newspaper reported it, “Her example was quickly 
followed, and a flutter passed through the audience as hat pins were with-
drawn and hundreds of hats removed.” The next day a newspaper reported in 
a patronizing tone that “more hats and bonnets went off today . . . and with 
better grace than yesterday, perhaps today the women were prepared—had 
arranged their hair in anticipation of the request.” In the days that followed, 
however, newspapers presented conflicting reports on whether the women 
indeed had removed their hats. Some explained that all stayed on, while others 
described the “well-shaped heads of the women who are making such a lot of 
history that is worth recording.”9
 It is not important to know whether indeed the women removed their hats, 
but to consider the fact that the issue received such wide coverage in the press. 
It did so because it reflected the public’s fascination with the Mothers’ Con-
gress and inquisitiveness about what the women were attempting to accom-
plish. Some were concerned that the hats signaled a lowering of standards 
and propriety, while others were not fooled by the society matrons’ superficial 
gesture. The Socialist Labor Party went on record as denouncing the efforts of 
the NCM leaders. They charged, “The capitalist social system on which you 
thrive stands in direct hostility to the home of the large majority of the people, 
who constitute the working class, and its miasmas rise so high that it pollutes 
even the gilded homes of your own class.”10
 The publicity stunt succeeded in getting the nation’s attention as it reflected 
the goals of the Congress. As one organizer explained, “The hats of an audi-
ence . . . may create antagonism, but intelligence is sympathetic and conta-
gious, and a hatless audience becomes at once human and responsive.”11 In 
particular, the gesture symbolized the hopes of NCM leaders. First, it reflected 
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their maternalist ideology, that each woman had an important societal role to 
fulfill as a mother; it was a responsibility that was to be approached with seri-
ousness and it was something for which women needed to be educated. At the 
core of NCM leaders’ belief, mothering was a public endeavor, and all women 
should be instructed in the new scientific knowledge on parenting and child-
hood.12 Furthermore, it showed that the Mothers’ Congress leaders, at least in 
word if not in deed, were determined to go along with the appeal that differ-
ences be set aside for the duration of the Congress. That is, hats reflected one’s 
social class position, and asking the women to remove their hats would, at 
least symbolically, put them on equal footing in order to carry out the work. In 
fact, Finley’s request regarding hats was followed immediately by a pronounce-
ment—liberal for its time, as Molly Ladd-Taylor argues—that received just as 
much attention in the press: “There will be no color line drawn.” Thus, the two 
positions articulated at the first Mothers’ Congress—the need for an educated 
motherhood and racial inclusivity—were considered complementary to those 
of the organization’s founders.13
 The maternalist ideology of the leaders of the National Congress of Moth-
ers was the driving force for the organization; it held that motherhood was 
woman’s most important role, and that with mothering came an unequivo-
cal public obligation. Maternalism also held that women were united across 
difference, in particular across racial and ethnic divides, as a result of their 
capacity for motherhood, and that women’s primary role in society was to 
raise “citizen-workers.” The Congress of Mothers, while forward-thinking on 
the position of race, could not bring its practices in line with its pronounce-
ments, as few black women joined the organization that resulted from the first 
meeting. Overall, as curious as it may have been to request those attending 
to remove their hats at this large public gathering, there was no mistake that 
despite its proclamations, the NCM did not seek to challenge accepted cultural 
definitions of woman’s place. Thus, with this auspicious beginning, the organ-
ization made clear that it was not going to be at the vanguard of social change 
but would be a popularizer of existing ideas.14
 The Congress of Mothers emerged from among the legions of women’s 
organizations as it capitalized on both existing networks and the public’s inter-
est in shaping public schools. At the beginning of the twentieth century the last 
of the three major women’s associations of the nineteenth century—the NCM, 
WCTU, and GFWC—were involved to varying degrees in public education, 
but by the mid-1920s, the PTA, as it had come to be called by that time, had 
begun to eclipse the other two organizations in its size, membership, and focus 
on public education.15 The early PTA was both similar to and different from 
the other major women’s organizations. It, like the WCTU and GFWC, was a 
large-scale federated association that was created by leaders’ implementation 
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of similar organizational strategies, and there tended to be much overlap in 
membership among these three and other women’s organizations. However, 
the NCM platform was perceived by contemporaries as relatively narrow, with 
its focus on parent education and child welfare. As Anne Firor Scott has pos-
ited, “women’s associations have been prolific builders of vital community 
institutions.”16 This chapter, therefore, explores the origins of home-school 
associations and the development of the PTA as a community institution that 
emerged from the women’s club movement vis-à-vis the rise of popular educa-
tion. The impetus to organize parents and community members came just as 
much, if not more, from outside of schools as an extension of the women’s club 
movement and, therefore, it grew outward from cities in addition to gestating 
in rural areas. The origins of the PTA as an expression of civic engagement 
assured its success, not only by capitalizing on the club movement and the 
public’s growing commitment to public education but also by using existing 
networks to build a membership base and to create an educational institu-
tion.17
“In the Home Lies the Only Solution”
As clubwomen found “their voices,” or learned new skills and cultivated 
friendships, some cast a critical eye on their sisters. One such clubwoman, 
Alice McLellan Birney, remarked on the multitude of women’s organizations 
at that time, noting their often exceptional attention to obscure and irrelevant 
matters: “The age in which we live is an age of ‘movements’—it is a time of 
specialized work and of organized effort. Every conceivable interest, from the 
clothing of the Hottentot to the study of occultism, has been the subject of 
attention, of inquiry, and often of organization.”18 Birney viewed no topics as 
being as important as parenting and childrearing, so she set out to generate 
public sentiment and support for them. She was among a multitude of women 
during this era to join organizations and public work with abandon, and she, 
too, emerged as a leader from among the many undertaking similar work. 
Anne Firor Scott writes that leadership was a “key factor in the growth, devel-
opment, and effectiveness” of women’s associations and suggests it would be 
fruitful to find out who emerged as leaders during this period and how. What 
made them different? What led them to organize large-scale associations? One 
factor, according to Scott, is a “better than average education,” although, as this 
overview of Birney’s life reveals, social networks, life circumstances, and tim-
ing are additional factors to consider. In particular, her Southern upbringing 
and marriage into an abolitionist family shaped her views about race, which in 
turn influenced her vision for the Congress of Mothers. Nonetheless, Birney 
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remains an enigma, in large part because of the absence of documentation on 
her motivation, actions, and thoughts. Much of what we know of her life story 
is told in sympathetic accounts by family members and friends in local news-
papers and PTA in-house histories. Nonetheless, what can be pieced together 
tells enough about Birney to help us understand the founding of the Congress 
and its early years.19
 Alice Josephine McLellan, the oldest of three girls, was born in Marietta, 
Georgia, a town northwest of Atlanta, on October 19, 1858, during a time of 
rapid change in the South. Birney’s father, Leander McLellan, was a cotton 
farmer who was born in North Carolina, and her mother, Harriet Tatem—
thirteen years her husband’s junior—who would later play a supporting role in 
the early Congress of Mothers, was of English origin, her family having immi-
grated to the United States via St. Croix. Marietta before the Civil War was a 
thriving town with a reputation as an appealing place to live, and it was an 
important trading center because of its location and climate. Prior to the Civil 
War, Leander McLellan was a slave owner who ran a small business planting 
and selling cotton, a fact that is virtually unremarked on in Birney’s many writ-
ings and the hagiographic portraits in PTA histories. She did not reveal this 
fact easily in her work with the NCM, but a biographical sketch written while 
she was president of the NCM explained that her father “owned only such 
slaves as were absolutely necessary to the conduct of his household.”20
 Similar to that of many other women’s association leaders of the nine-
teenth century, Alice Birney’s education shaped her thinking about her work 
in organizations. As was not uncommon across the South, her hometown 
faced no shortage of schools, giving white families in antebellum Marietta sev-
eral options for the formal education of their sons and daughters. They could 
choose the coeducational Cobb Academy, which was founded in 1833, or the 
Kennesaw Female Seminary, which opened in 1845, to prepare young women 
for wifehood and motherhood. Young Alice received the bulk of her formal 
education after the Civil War, during a time when many Southern families 
educated their daughters to be teachers so they could support themselves. Cer-
tainly, however, like many young women of the South, Birney learned much 
informally from her mother’s affiliation with the women’s temperance and mis-
sionary societies of Marietta. As a result, she became used to seeing women in 
public roles through charity and volunteer work. However, Birney also learned 
what many Southern white women did, that her place was subordinate to men. 
As Anne Firor Scott explains, “Religious women were persuaded that the very 
qualities which made any human being a rich, interesting, assertive personal-
ity—a roving mind, spirit, ambition—were propensities to be curbed.”21
 Birney’s formal education placed her and her family solidly in Marietta’s 
middle class as she matriculated into Marietta Female College in 1874, which 
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afforded her the label of a refined lady, or one who was “worthy of protec-
tion, admiration, and chivalrous attention.”22 Marietta Female College edu-
cated young women to be teachers and provided a free education for those 
who could not afford to pay full tuition. She studied the standard curricu-
lum, which focused on drawing, painting, needlework, instrumental and vocal 
music, and languages. Each spring the college would hold exhibitions and 
entertainments, which became a part of the social life of the town. Thus Birney 
became steeped in the Southern vision of education for women for wifehood 
and motherhood, which included making close ties with other women, meet-
ing potential husbands, and preparing for the starting of her own family.23
 After leaving Marietta Female College, Birney traveled north to study at 
Mount Holyoke Seminary in the late 1870s. The trip north was not unusual for 
Birney to have made; Mount Holyoke was a popular choice for Southern resi-
dents, who favored the school’s emphasis on teaching and missionary work. 
Founded in 1837 by Mary Lyon in Western Massachusetts, it was extending 
its reach beyond New England farmers’ daughters to attracting middle-class 
women from around the country at the time Birney enrolled. At Mount Holy-
oke, Birney studied Latin, geometry, and algebra, a curriculum that was mod-
eled on that of the male institutions of the period. The school likely appealed 
to the McLellans because of its emphasis on service to others and the useful 
education it provided; Birney would be able to support herself as a teacher if 
need be.24
 As it turned out, Birney did have to support herself and her family for 
most of her young adulthood. After having completed one year of study at 
Mount Holyoke, she returned to the Marietta and, with a friend, opened a 
school in a small house. Two years later Birney met and married her first 
husband, attorney Alonzo White, of Charleston, South Carolina. The marriage 
was short-lived; White succumbed to pneumonia in 1881, leaving the twenty-
two-year-old Birney expecting her first child. Birney moved back home to 
Marietta to raise her daughter, Alonsita, and helped support her mother after 
Leander’s death in 1883. However, Birney made periodic sojourns north to try 
her hand at various ventures. After one year in New York City studying medi-
cine, Birney could no longer afford the tuition, so she turned to a field that was 
called “advertising.” During the mid- to late 1880s, Birney remained in New 
York and worked for an apparel company that promoted less-restrictive cloth-
ing for women on the premise that the popular styles of dress were dangerous 
to their health. She toured the South, promoting the notion that woman “could 
be lovely without a tiny waist and emphasiz[ing] the danger of tight lacing on 
the unborn child.” Ever resourceful and needing to support herself, Birney also 
wrote for popular magazines on motherhood and dress reform during these 
years, honing her public voice. Birney’s days of waged labor ended shortly 
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thereafter. While visiting her mother in Marietta she met Theodore Weld 
Birney, an attorney from Chevy Chase, Maryland—the grandson of abolition-
ist James Gillespie Birney—who was staying at her mother’s boarding house. 
The two married on December 6, 1892, and made a home in Chevy Chase, 
Maryland. Shortly thereafter, the pair added two more daughters to their fam-
ily, Catherine and Lillian, born in 1894 and 1895 respectively.25
 Alice Birney’s life was grounded in the ideals of Southern gentility and 
woman’s place. A persistent notion in the ideology of the Southern woman 
was the romanticization of motherhood as woman’s highest role and her abil-
ity to influence future generations. This was a lesson Birney learned from her 
Southern upbringing, family, and formal education. Yet she challenged social 
convention as she lived by its dictates, a theme that would later echo in her 
founding of the Mothers’ Congress. Birney’s education afforded her a measure 
of independence because it enabled her to enter the workforce as a teacher 
and to take on other ventures. She did not toil in a factory, but wrote, traveled, 
and taught women about health and dress reform. Her marriage to Theodore 
Birney added another layer to her thinking about motherhood and women’s 
place, as it added the necessary question of race. How could she marry into the 
Birney family and not be sympathetic to the cause of helping African Ameri-
cans gain education and greater freedom and independence? Yet the belief in 
the equality of races was challenging for women like Birney, because it con-
flicted with their deeply held assumptions about the inability of some races 
to advance toward what they considered to be a more refined state of being. 
At the turn of the twentieth century, new ideas about race, womanhood, and 
social justice challenged Birney, and, like other middle-class women of this 
era, she sought to unite these notions into an organization that would work to 
ameliorate society’s ills.
Advancing the Weal of Women
Until the late 1890s, when the major women’s federations were organized, 
many local women’s clubs were not generally aware that there were others like 
them. As women moved around the United States, however, they started new 
clubs and associations and learned that there were other groups with similar 
interests. Sorosis, a New York City professional women’s club, was initiated by 
Jane Cunningham Croly in 1869. Barred from the New York Press Club the 
year before because she was a woman, Croly was determined to give working 
women in New York a venue of their own to develop professional contacts. At 
an early organizational meeting, she and her colleagues were surprised to find 
out that one member had belonged to the Minerva Women’s Club in Indiana, 
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because they mistakenly thought that they were the first in organizing a new 
movement. As the years wore on, Sorosis members learned of many other 
women’s clubs as they came to realize there was a critical mass of others like 
themselves.
 For the twenty-first anniversary of Sorosis, Croly called a convention 
of women’s clubs which women from nearly one hundred clubs around the 
nation attended. The agenda for the convention included “the enunciation 
of the woman’s club idea and its point of departure from the society . . . and 
the influences exerted upon communities in which they exist.” The authors of 
the call set to work on drafting a constitution and electing officers for their 
General Federation, which was organized at the convention in 1890 to unite 
the many local women’s study and service clubs around the country. With 
the goal of bringing together under one umbrella white women’s clubs that 
were undertaking social, educational, and economic improvement projects, 
the General Federation of Women’s Clubs (GFWC) quickly established itself as 
a major national force in community reform. By 1892 the GFWC had made a 
formal commitment to the cause of municipal housekeeping, or as one leader 
put it, the position that “housekeeping does not begin at the front door and 
end at the back door, but rather begins in the street, includes the back alley 
and all the vacant lots around.” Municipal housekeeping became the raison 
d’être of women’s clubs during the Progressive era; it held that woman was the 
center of the home and also the shaper of the “moral tone” of the community. 
In other words, women’s idea of domestic responsibility led them from their 
households out into the community.26
 Men and women who took on large-scale organizing employed similar 
techniques, such as letter-writing campaigns and circuit riding—traveling 
from town to town to give speeches—to create national associations and enlist 
members.27 Shortly after the founding of the GFWC, the National Congress of 
Mothers was organized using the same strategies. In 1895, just after the birth 
of her youngest daughter, Birney traveled alone to Chautauqua, New York, the 
popular adult education center in the western part of the state. That summer 
a group of kindergarten educators had convened to discuss the importance of 
education for motherhood. Birney later claimed that she first generated sup-
port for her Congress of Mothers idea while at Chautauqua. After returning 
to Chevy Chase, she was “convinced that some workable plan for educating 
mothers could be found and developed.” That fall she spoke at a General Fed-
eration of Women’s Clubs meeting in Atlanta, after which she sent circulars to 
educators and philanthropists seeking their opinion about whether a congress 
for mothers as a way to promote education for parenthood was of interest to 
them. However, Birney realized she could not carry the idea further without 
financial support. Relying on her social ties and the network of kindergarten 
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educators she met at Chautauqua, Birney gained an introduction to the phi-
lanthropist who would become a cofounder of the NCM, Phoebe Apperson 
Hearst, who contributed $15,000 to the first gathering of the Mothers’ Con-
gress.28
 The daughter of a Missouri farmer, Hearst had been a teacher at a village 
school in Franklin County, Missouri, before her marriage in 1862 to the min-
ing magnate and senator from California, George Hearst. Their only child, 
William Randolph Hearst, was born the following year. By the time she met 
Alice Birney in the mid-1890s, the widowed Hearst was a well-known phi-
lanthropist who subsidized various educational ventures, almost all of them 
related to her interest in the kindergarten. Her many undertakings included 
helping found the Columbian Kindergarten Association (1893), funding a 
training school for kindergarten teachers (1897), and opening the National 
Cathedral School for girls (1900). When Hearst met Birney in 1896 and agreed 
to back the NCM, she was supporting three free kindergartens in Washington, 
DC, two of them for African American children. Hearst stood out among the 
legions of upper-middle and middle-class white clubwomen because she had 
an extraordinary measure of clout as a result of her deep pockets and exten-
sive social capital. Thus she was viewed among women organizers as someone 
who could help others realize their goals. If one enlisted the interest and aid 
of Phoebe Hearst, one could consider her project well on its way to success. 
After Hearst’s help was secured, Birney effused, “I am confident she is doing 
more good in the world today than any other one individual. . . . [Y]ou cannot 
wonder that I rejoice that she stands before the world as godmother for this 
plan for a National Congress of Mothers.”29
 Like many civic association organizers of this era, Birney and Hearst 
tapped into their networks to call together a group of like-minded women to 
convene the first Congress of Mothers. While Birney called on family mem-
bers, Hearst turned to the female relatives of President Grover Cleveland’s 
cabinet members. Hence the founding group became known in PTA lore as 
the “Cabinet Ladies” (see figure 1.1). They included the wives of Vice Presi-
dent Adlai Stevenson, Postmaster General William L. Wilson, Secretary of 
the Treasury John Carlisle, Attorney General Judson Harmon, and Secretary 
of War Daniel Lamont. Although Hearst and Birney shared a common bond 
through their humble upbringings—both were from rural areas and had been 
trained as teachers—this is where their similarities ended. Hearst was reserved 
and solemn, rarely speaking publicly on any issue, even the Mothers’ Congress. 
Birney, though described as shy, was the ideological leader of the Congress and 
was prone to waxing sentimental on motherhood in her speeches and writ-
ings. Whereas Hearst lent her support to a variety of initiatives that captured 
her interest, Birney was a one-organization woman; all her energies for the rest 
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of her life would be devoted to the Congress of Mothers and to furthering its 
principles.30
 The small group of organizers began to meet regularly at Hearst’s Wash-
ington home through 1896, which became the Congress headquarters. Birney 
was the dreamer, Hearst the doer. Birney assured Hearst, the organization’s 
sole financial backer, that her money was being well invested: “There is no 
question in my mind as to our financial position after the public is thoroughly 
cognizant of the nature and scope of our work, as it will be after our first 
national meeting.” The team of about a dozen women worked through 1896, 
planning for the February 1897 Congress of Mothers. They sent circulars and 
spoke to women’s association gatherings, relying on the convenient and expan-
sive network of the General Federation of Women’s Clubs. By the mid-1890s, 
the GFWC had experienced a surge in membership under the leadership of 
Ellen Henrotin, who doubled the number of state units in the organization. In 
1898 the GFWC reported membership at approximately 60,000 women and a 
well-organized national network of 35 state units.31
 Beyond being visible in newspapers around the country, publicizing the 
Mothers’ Congress through GFWC members assured a successful turnout 
at the first convention. Emma J. Masters, a GFWC member from Illinois, 
FIgure	1.1
The “Cabinet ladies,” or first board of managers of the national Congress of mothers, 1. alice 
birney is in the front row, third from left. Phoebe hearst is seated to her left. (Source: Photo reprinted 
with permission and courtesy of national PTa)
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responded to the call with enthusiasm, noting how the idea would appeal to a 
multitude of women:
My plan for bringing this matter before the Women of Illinois would be to 
utilize the numberless State and Village organizations. It seems to me that 
a Mothers’ Congress is a sort of fulfillment of the Mother’s Meetings of the 
W.C.T.U. And certainly the Woman’s Suffrage Association would not delay 
taking part where there is to be such an opportunity for presenting that which 
they seek; then our Clubs big and little are always ready to push anything that 
will advance the weal of women.
Another GFWC leader, Janet Richards, addressed the delegates at the Biennial 
Convention of Women’s Clubs in Louisville, Kentucky, on May 28, 1896, and 
announced “a formal statement of the objects and organization of the new 
society and an urgent invitation to the women of the convention to attend 
the first Congress of Mothers.” Sensing that GFWC delegates perceived a rival 
in the NCM, Richards assured the crowd that the Congress had the backing 
of the organization’s president, Ellen Henrotin. Yet even though club leaders 
viewed all organizational work as a way to forge links among women around 
common interests and projects, Henrotin remained concerned about what she 
perceived as the NCM’s narrow focus on motherhood and child welfare. She 
cautioned Hearst, “Specialization . . . gives a one-sided and unnatural view of 
life and in no way do such organizations develop the capable and best women 
or comprehensive life.” Henrotin did, however, agree to continue to help NCM 
organizers by promoting the Mothers’ Congress to her members.32
 In general, Henrotin may not have seen a competitor in the NCM, both 
because of what she viewed as its narrow agenda and because Birney had con-
ceptualized it as a one-time meeting of mothers, not as a rival organization. 
Beyond that, Birney envisioned a national clearinghouse based in Washington, 
DC, that would circulate information on parenting and child development to 
local mothers’ and women’s clubs. She believed that local mothers’ groups—
such as those organized by kindergarten educators and the WCTU—had 
value as sources of information and support for women and that linking them 
together would unite these groups around the common focus of motherhood, 
rather than the broad-based agenda of the GFWC. The NCM idea proved to 
be a rousing success, in part because of the public relations campaign the Con-
gress leaders launched, but also because it promoted one of the central tenets 
of the kindergarten movement: prevention, and not reform, as the means to a 
better society. The idea appealed to citizens of various political stripes.33
 Approximately two thousand women attended the first National Congress 
of Mothers on February 17, 1897, which was more than ten times the number 
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its organizers expected. The public relations campaign had the intended 
effect. Not only were Congress organizers able to capitalize on their own 
name recognition; their declarations on the removal of hats and being racially 
inclusive had caused enough of a stir to attract the attention of the earnest 
as well as the curious. Furthermore, it was not difficult to enlist the press, 
because by this time William Randolph Hearst was a well-known newspaper 
tycoon who had just extended his newspaper empire to the West Coast with 
the purchase of the New York Journal newspaper chain. In December 1896, 
two months before the Congress, Phoebe Hearst had sponsored a publicity 
event at the Waldorf Hotel in New York City that was well covered in the 
society pages, with prominent coverage in, of course, the New York Journal. 
Ten women, including Birney, her sister-in-law, Helen T. Birney, and some of 
the Cabinet Ladies, hosted a reception that was free and open to the public. 
The Journal reported that the NCM focus was “the children, but they wish 
to reach them through the hearts and lives of the mothers.” Another New 
York paper announced the Congress’s goals of eliminating “evils in the pre-
sent methods of schools” and the NCM organizers’ hopes in bringing about 
a closer relationship between school and home. Without a word regarding 
nepotism, Birney later remarked that the press “stood valiantly by the cause 
from the very beginning.”34
 NCM officers had also mailed circulars to prominent men and women 
in communities around the country, including almost seven hundred letters 
to clergymen. The leaders had received confirmations from the majority of 
them, as the Congress of Mothers became the topic of a multitude of sermons 
that year. NCM officers also distributed information written by experts on 
advances in child development and parenting. By promoting books by educa-
tors, medical doctors, and those in the newly developing social science fields—
such as psychology and anthropology—the NCM tapped an available market, 
finding a niche in forward-thinking, white, middle-class women who wanted 
the latest materials on childrearing. Such women were engaged in what Julia 
Grant calls “intensive parenting,” in which they focused on the emotional and 
physical development of their children.35
 As the Congress headquarters was flooded with correspondence from 
middle-class white women asking for reading materials and information on 
how to start mothers’ clubs, organizers affirmed their endeavors and remarked, 
“The responses which have already come from the women’s clubs and societ-
ies in various parts of the country, prove that hundreds have been waiting 
for some such movement.” Successful public relations campaigns, however, 
can sometimes garner unwanted attention. NCM leaders also were inundated 
with requests for monetary assistance after the first round of circulars was 
mailed. These requests came from individual women—not clubs—who sought 
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the financial aid of the society women. After deliberating on the role of the 
Congress in responding to such requests, the Board agreed that it could not 
“aid even a few of these applicants.” The assumption of the wider public that 
the NCM was there to help monetarily was an understandable one; women’s 
associations since the eighteenth century had been organized to provide such 
assistance. Plus, the leadership of a well-known philanthropist likely contrib-
uted to the assumption that the Mothers’ Congress would help individuals 
materially. Despite the sometimes negative attention and publicity they drew, 
the organizational strategies of Mothers’ Congress organizers were successful 
in laying the foundation for a new institution. As a result of the success of the 
first convention, the NCM became an organization instead of an annual meet-
ing, as Alice Birney had originally envisioned.36
“A Race Full of Birthrights”
At the turn of the twentieth century amid concerns about immigration and 
health, and along with the push for universal public education, the Congress 
of Mothers offered a forum for women who wanted to join an association 
that emphasized their roles as mothers and nurturers first and who wished 
to improve the lives of other people’s children. Thus, the Congress of Moth-
ers’ “three-fold” program—parent education, home-school cooperation, and 
child welfare—struck a chord with Americans of various political leanings. 
Theodore Roosevelt served on the Advisory Council until his death in 1919, 
promoting the NCM as an antidote to society’s ills in its valuing of women in 
their maternal roles and an antidote to the fears over “race suicide,” though 
he did endorse the idea of men joining the Congress.37 On the other end of 
the political spectrum, social reformer Florence Kelley also played a role in 
the early Congress, agreeing to serve as the Chair of the Committee on Child 
Labor in 1902. Kelley viewed the NCM as a vehicle for her work in child labor 
legislation, though her relationship with the Congress was short-lived.38
 The original Declaration of Principles reads, in part, “The objects of this 
Association shall be to promote conference on the part of parents concerning 
questions most vital to the welfare of their children, the manifest interests of 
the home, and in general the elevation of mankind . . . which will make for 
enlightened parenthood and for a race full of birthrights.”39 Steven L. Schloss-
man thus characterizes the Congress of Mothers as embracing the “new rac-
ism,” which had less to do with overt acts of discrimination and more with 
eugenics, the movement that held that race determined one’s intellectual 
capacities and that the purpose of social reform was to encourage breeding 
among the racially fit and to discourage the unfit from procreating. However, 
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Congress of Mothers leaders were not blatant eugenicists but rather mater-
nalists who believed that all women were mothers first. Therefore, Congress 
organizers maintained that African American children and mothers had a 
chance at racial advancement if they just heeded the advice of experts whose 
ideas were promoted through NCM meetings and publications.40
 For Birney and the NCM leaders, racial and ethnic inclusion were key 
dimensions of the organization’s program in the effort to create a better soci-
ety through parent education and child welfare. Therefore, topics on race and 
ethnicity were included on the program in early years, exploring such themes 
as parenting styles in the “Hebrew Home,” presented by the noted clubwoman 
Rebekah Kohut. Local units just forming during these years found it challeng-
ing to put such ideals into practice because of the challenges of crossing the 
imagined but intractable boundaries of ethnicity and class. In other words, 
there were few if any means by which women from different walks of life 
could interact socially, given what the NCM perceived as the commonalities of 
motherhood. The Lockport, New York, Mothers’ Club pondered the request—
the details of which are not specified in the minutes—of a mothers’ club from 
the “Italian district.” After some deliberation, the members decided, “As the 
club differed some in their opinions and as nothing definite was presented the 
subject was left for some other meeting.” The uneasiness in working across 
ethnic boundaries challenged the members and the matter was not returned 
to, or was not recorded in future minutes.41
 In keeping with the emphasis on racial inclusion, African American lead-
ers were included in early NCM conference programs, giving a platform to 
prominent educators and activists such as W. E. B. Du Bois, Frances Watkins 
Harper, and Mary Church Terrell. However, the emphasis on racial equal-
ity was a distant second to topics such as motherhood, kindergartens and 
day nurseries, and child study. Furthermore, Birney was an enigmatic leader. 
She was the child of a former slave owner who married into an abolitionist 
family; as she assumed an inclusive posture she also espoused the ideals of 
racial determination. She was fond of quoting Frenchman Edmond Demolins’ 
treatise, Anglo-Saxon Supremacy, on the causes of the superiority of English-
speaking peoples, framing these superior traits as the ideal to which women 
of all races should aspire. Birney viewed his theory through her maternalist 
lens, claiming that although he “proves at some length that the supremacy of 
the Anglo-Saxon is due to his love of home . . . [t]he trait is not peculiar to 
this race, but it is developed in it to a marked degree.” Such statements reveal 
the complexity of thinking during this era and caution present-day readers to 
refrain from facile characterizations about the racial beliefs held by people in 
the past. As Glenda Gilmore argues in her discussion of the WCTU, one can-
not call such women racist, because we know little about their actual practices 
and, furthermore, racism is not a static phenomenon.42
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 Simplistic assumptions about gender ideology are also challenged upon a 
close read of NCM documents. In perusing the speeches and topics in confer-
ence proceedings, it is easy to come away with the impression that Mothers’ 
Congress leaders felt that woman’s place was in the home raising children, 
though this pronouncement did not match the reality of the public and active 
lives the women led. On the matter of woman’s place, an incident at a Congress 
meeting reveals the intricacies of organizers’ thinking as well as the limits of 
their willingness to challenge societal expectations. Dr. Oscar Chrisman, a 
professor of “paidology”—or child study—at the Kansas State Normal School, 
gave a talk at the 1900 meeting of the NCM. Not one to underestimate his 
own talents, Chrisman presented the importance of his work to the delegates, 
highlighting women’s emotionality against men’s rationality. Emphasizing 
the separate spheres trope, he explained that the reason universities were not 
crowded with women was that universities had “little or nothing to offer the 
average woman,” as she was best suited to the care of children. This may have 
gone over well enough, but once Chrisman declared that men reason and 
never love and that they were capable only of “sex-attraction,” the women 
seethed. One delegate recalled, “He might as well have tossed a live snake 
or box of mice into the auditorium for all the excitement he created.” Faced 
with gender expectations stretched to the proportions of caricature, NCM 
delegates were forced to reconsider their beliefs about women’s roles. The 
delegates responded to Chrisman that they believed men needed to share in 
child-rearing duties and that both sexes should be educated for parenthood. 
Amid the time allotted for questions, one of the few male delegates, Thomas 
Smith of Harlan, Iowa, was given the floor. Smith challenged Chrisman and 
argued for the higher education of women and asserted that a woman could 
be intelligent, educated, and a fine homemaker, thereby earning the support 
of the audience. Chrisman, however, was given the final word and responded 
summarily, “the discussion has proven exactly what I said to you[:] . . . a man 
reasoned and a woman intuitioned. . . . I wanted to get you to talk and I have.” 
The discussion carried over to the Board of Managers meeting following the 
conference, at which Birney refused to challenge Chrisman’s authority. She 
explained, “Dr. Chrisman was our guest, and if he held opinions not in accord 
with our opinions we could still be courteous and kind and discuss them with 
toleration and wisdom.”43
 Because Birney’s main goal was the viability of the Congress of Mothers, 
she sought to avoid controversy. Also, Chrisman was an expert in Birney’s 
eyes and was not to be challenged. It was the reason not only for her willing-
ness to accept Oscar Chrisman’s point of view but also for her refusal to let 
the Congress endorse suffrage for women. At this time, members of suffrage 
organizations were far outnumbered by clubwomen, many of whom did not 
feel the need to fight for women to enter the realm of formal politics. Club-
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women believed their feminine—read moral—influence, after all, was bet-
ter served outside the confines of what her contemporaries perceived as the 
sullied male preserve known as the ballot box. Nonetheless, the WCTU had 
supported suffrage for years, and the GFWC rallied around the cause in 1914. 
When the formidable Susan B. Anthony asked Birney if the NCM could put 
its significant weight behind the fight for suffrage, Birney refused, claiming 
it was too divisive an issue. “We are a congress of mothers,” she explained, 
representing “all the mothers of the nation, and could we afford to champion 
a cause which all the mothers of the land do not advocate?” However, since 
Birney’s presidency was short-lived (1897–1902) and because of the federated 
structure, which allowed for local interests to drive local agendas, clubs at the 
local level did pursue suffrage at the dawn of the twentieth century.44
 Commenting on another major issue of the day, NCM leaders criticized 
higher education for women, claiming that it steered women’s lives away from 
traditional domestic roles and left educated women unprepared for “the realis-
tic life choices available to their sex.” Ironically, the Mount Holyoke–educated 
Birney argued that a more appropriate education for women included the 
scientific study of all she would need to know in her role as mother. In 1897 
she remarked, “The higher branches of book learning are well enough for the 
girl or woman who has the inclination or time for them, but they should be 
secondary in her education to the knowledge which shall fit her for mother-
hood.” She continued this line of thinking in later years, explaining, “I believe 
in higher education for women . . . but I claim that it is . . . unjust to place it 
before . . . [woman’s] maternal instinct.” In general, however, Birney was single- 
minded in her pursuit to put motherhood first in what she called women’s 
highest calling. Other Congress organizers and those who followed bought 
into this late-nineteenth-century belief to a lesser extent, since many of them 
had attended college and placed their public, or organizational, work along-
side their parenting obligations.45
 Education for parenthood was so important to Birney and the NCM’s early 
leaders that they championed a school curriculum remade to serve this goal. 
By the dawn of the twentieth century, with the development of experimental 
psychology and the rise of secondary education for the masses, schools revised 
the humanistic or liberal arts curriculum to address more functional goals. 
The new psychology influenced educators’ thinking about curriculum and 
instruction, as a greater focus was put on the individual child, curriculum was 
organized around practical ends, and citizenship became one of the primary 
goals of education. While the main emphasis was on replacing the humanities 
with tracks of learning that would prepare workers for an industrial society, 
parent and homelife education were promoted by the women of the Mothers’ 
Congress.46
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 Therefore, the NCM embraced the new education, which emphasized the 
individual child and “an end to excessive memorization, recitation, and test-
ing.” Instead, the new education emphasized kindergartens, vocational edu-
cation, and nature study, and was necessarily a moral education.47 Women’s 
and mothers’ club members read the works of English philosopher Herbert 
Spencer, American psychologist G. Stanley Hall, and German kindergarten 
innovator Friedrich Froebel and sought to bring their works and ideas to the 
schools to support parent education. In Spencer’s best-known work among 
clubwomen, written in the mid-nineteenth century, he applied Darwinian 
thought to the development of knowledge and social relationships. His 1859 
essay “What Knowledge is of Most Worth?” triggered a revolution in thinking 
about the school curriculum as it challenged the idea of a liberal arts educa-
tion. Spencer’s notions about the functional goals of school curriculum first 
made waves in his native England, after which they entered American edu-
cational parlance in the late nineteenth century. By the early twentieth cen-
tury, Spencer’s functional criteria for the development of curriculum sparked 
a major revolution because they did not follow selecting the “great cultural 
resources of Western culture,” but instead focused on life experience and use-
fulness as the basis for determining what was worth knowing, and therefore 
teaching. His doctrine remade the American school curriculum by placing the 
sciences in a more prominent position in the secondary school curriculum, 
positioning curriculum around the development of the individual, and alter-
ing thinking about curriculum as a means to an end.48
 Of Spencer’s five criteria, the one that placed a value on child rearing as a 
central life activity resonated with Alice Birney and other white, middle-class 
clubwomen. Birney was especially fond of mentioning Spencer’s influence on 
her thinking and reiterated his point that the education of women should 
eschew the ornamental in order to prepare them for future roles as wives and 
mothers. In 1905 she gave a speech in which she reminded her audience of 
Spencer’s book Education, claiming, “If you think child-study through other 
mediums than your own limited experience a theory, read that book; it will 
change your conviction as no argument of mine could ever do.” As a result of 
her belief in Spencer’s doctrine, Birney became an acolyte of the noted psy-
chologist G. Stanley Hall, who around the time of the founding of the Mothers’ 
Congress pressed for a curriculum influenced by Spencer’s notion of natural 
law and for the education of mothers.49
 Hall is well known for creating the field of child study, which he first 
expounded on in an 1882 speech to the National Education Association. The 
focus of Hall’s child study program was that physical development and health 
were the proper foundation of mental and moral development. He believed 
health should be the primary factor in determining educational policy, since he 
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feared that an early emphasis on intellectual education would be detrimental 
to the health of children and young people. Hall viewed child study as a means 
by which educators could determine how to teach children and organize cur-
riculum. As one historian explained, Hall wished to use “behavioral-science 
knowledge to create a science of pedagogy.” Though he abandoned the child-
study idea in 1885, Hall reclaimed it in the early 1890s when it was embraced 
by the growing association of women’s national organizations who favored it, 
in particular, the Congress of Mothers. Clubwomen had followed Hall’s lead 
in interpreting the scientific psychology as a pedagogical enterprise, and Hall 
shrewdly capitalized on their zeal, exploiting it to further his career.50
 The ideas of Spencer and Hall, and likewise the new practical emphases 
in the school curriculum, were thus spread to the American public in large 
part through the vast networks of women’s associations. Hall’s ideas also were 
promoted through the NCM’s suggested reading lists for mothers, and he was 
a featured speaker at the early annual meetings. On occasion, he made the 
rounds to local clubs, where he may have faced his toughest critics. One mem-
ber of the Lockport [New York] Mothers’ Club recalled, “We had G. Stanley 
Hall [as a speaker] once and were quite disappointed for alas he was more 
interesting to read than to hear.” Nonetheless, clubwomen took up his cause 
with great energy and announced, “more women than men sympathize with 
the new education and are endeavoring to introduce art and utility into the 
fossil of public education. It is therefore particularly appropriate that the kin-
dergarten and manual and artistic training should be placed in their hands.” To 
Hall, a practical education was by definition gender-specific and the education 
of women should be geared to “motherhood and homelife.” Hall responded 
to this interest by announcing that he saw “large promise” in both education 
and science through their child study circles, and he called child study the 
“woman’s science,” a point relished by Birney and the other leaders of the 
NCM. Thus the goal of motherhood was likewise a suitable objective for the 
new functional curriculum that was designed to serve students’ future lives. 
In a speech on organized motherhood in 1900, Alice Birney spoke on behalf 
of the nation’s middle-class parents, claiming that they “have regarded their 
children first of all as future mothers and fathers, next as citizens, and they are 
demanding that public educational systems adopt their standards of values in 
the adjustment of curricula.”51
 Therefore, organization and efficiency were the guiding tools of moth-
erhood and delineated not only the kind of education that girls and young 
women were to receive but also where it was to take place. These ideas did not 
originate with the NCM; they were borrowed from the GFWC, at the founding 
of which, in 1892, first president Charlotte Hawkins Brown commented on the 
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importance of mother education but suggested that it belonged in local clubs 
rather than in the humanistic curriculum of the schools. “Girls find good ele-
mentary instruction in schools, but only practice, such as clubs give can make 
that instruction available in the battle of life.” By 1900 the NCM had embraced 
the principles of a functional curriculum and sought to position schools as the 
proper places for parent education. Congress leaders argued that the ennui 
suffered by college women after graduation was reason enough for preparation 
for child rearing and other family duties. Birney claimed there was a “serious 
menace in any education which at the close of a four-year period sends a girl to 
her home discontented with her environment; unkindly critical of her parents 
and former associates; longing for a career; [and] impatient with the interrup-
tions inseparable from family life.”52
 Alice Birney had conceived of the idea of a Congress of Mothers and devel-
oped its platform, but her sentimental rhetoric and single-minded empha-
sis on motherhood as woman’s highest calling were outdated among newly 
emerging ideas about woman’s place and role in society and the home at the 
dawn of the twentieth century. As a result, interpersonal differences chal-
lenged Mothers’ Congress leaders, as they might any other rapidly ascending 
organization. Even though the Congress’s first year was successful, many of the 
original leadership group dispersed, leaving Birney and the Congress of Moth-
ers searching for replacements. Clara Bliss Finley, the outspoken press chair-
person who acted also as treasurer and recording secretary as needed, left after 
an acrimonious dispute with Birney over her leadership style. In her letter of 
resignation, Finley “predicted failure for the Congress under the direction of 
the existing administration,” referring to Alice Birney, since Hearst had cut ties 
with the organization in 1898. Such an upset in leadership in the early years 
of an organization’s existence can present significant challenges to its direction 
and viability. For example, in reference to the continuity in leadership of the 
WCTU under Frances Willard, Ruth Bordin writes that it “insured efficient 
implementation of program goals, a rank and file that knew its leaders and 
frequently had some personal contact with them, and a national visibility that 
a constantly changing leadership could never have achieved.” Yet the NCM 
weathered the upset, as middle-class women replaced the “Cabinet Ladies” 
and redefined the Congress slightly to suit newer purposes and interests. The 
new leadership group was well versed in advocacy and community reform 
work and represented different regions of the country, rather than being con-
centrated on the East Coast, which set the foundation for the PTA’s institu-
tional infrastructure, making it truly national. Inasmuch as organization and 
efficiency described NCM leaders’ view of motherhood, it also reflected the 
way they approached building an association.53
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“From Center to Circumference”
At Hearst’s suggestion, NCM leaders adopted a constitution and mapped out 
the organization’s federated structure after the first gathering in 1897. Immedi-
ately, several states—New York being the first—organized Congress units. The 
constitution recognized state and territory unit representatives and required 
them to meet with the Board of Directors before and after each annual meet-
ing and throughout the year at the president’s discretion. The constitution also 
outlined rules for delegates, committees, basis of representation, affiliation, 
dues, certificates, elections, amendments, organizers, and other official busi-
ness that would guide the association for the next century, with slight modifi-
cations added over time. PTA members came to rely on these bylaws, turning 
to them on matters of principle and policy, because they afforded much stabil-
ity to the organization’s infrastructure.54
 Alice Birney remained affiliated with the NCM and promoted its platform 
from 1902, when she stepped down as its president, until her death in 1907. 
Speaking at a 1904 Congress meeting, she had little changed her sentimental 
maternalist rhetoric as she used terms like “mother-heart” and “mother-spirit” 
in reference to women’s work in education. She was a nineteenth-century 
women’s organization leader, and her maudlin waxings on motherhood and 
its purity sounded outdated next to the more businesslike speeches of her suc-
cessor, Hannah Kent Schoff, who brought stability to the organization. Schoff 
led the organization from 1902 to 1920, becoming the longest-serving PTA 
president, and was responsible for crafting the program of the association for 
the twentieth century, with the public schools as its centerpiece. If under Alice 
Birney the early PTA developed its ideological moorings, it was under the sec-
ond president that the organization took action on these ideals and established 
itself as an American institution.55
 Born in 1853 near Philadelphia, Schoff was the oldest of five children and 
the daughter of a woolen manufacturer and a teacher. She married Frederic 
Schoff, an engineer from Massachusetts, in 1873, and the couple had seven 
children. In 1897 she attended the National Congress of Mothers as a delegate 
from the New Century Club of Philadelphia. Within two years, Schoff ’s lead-
ership capabilities were recognized when a vacancy occurred in the office of 
vice president of the National Congress of Mothers and she was offered the 
position. At the same time, she was a key figure in organizing the Pennsylvania 
Congress of Mothers in 1899, and led the fight to establish juvenile courts in 
that state in 1901. After she assumed the presidency of the Congress of Moth-
ers in 1902, she developed its program in several key directions: the schools, 
the development of juvenile courts, and child labor legislation.56 Schoff knew 
well the commitment made by the GFWC in 1897 to concentrate its energies 
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on the public schools. One of her first acts as president was to compose a let-
ter to all superintendents in the state asking them to “bring the literature and 
the work of the Congress to the attention of all teachers in your district, and 
[to] ask them to call a mothers’ or parents’ meeting in every school of your 
district, and organize a meeting of mothers, which may convene monthly with 
the teachers.” In 1897 GFWC President Henrotin had announced that the 
Federation would “exert their influence to secure needed legislation, good 
school boards, good superintendents, skilled teachers, improved sanitary con-
ditions of schoolhouses, and should endeavor, above all, to co-operate with 
the school authorities.” The effort resulted in a revised program of the organ-
ization and the name change in 1908 to the National Congress of Mothers and 
Parent-Teacher Associations. That same year it joined forces with other white 
women’s associations to lead the Department of Women’s Organizations in the 
National Education Association.57
 Under Schoff ’s leadership the PTA grew exponentially from the top down, 
as local and state units took root around the United States. Membership data 
are virtually nonexistent for the first ten years of the association, with an esti-
mated total of one thousand in 1897 and the next figure recorded in 1910 at 
approximately twenty thousand members. State-by-state membership data are 
not recorded on any consistent basis for another ten years after this. By 1918, 
the National Congress of Mothers and Parent-Teacher Associations stood at 
98,000, only to double just two years later, Schoff ’s last year as NCM-PTA 
president. Yet the National Congress of Mothers and Parent-Teacher Asso-
ciations could not develop its institutional infrastructure without the help of 
other networks and organizations. Even though the association had begun by 
first creating a national-level office, it took nearly three decades for the major-
ity of its state units to organize. During this time, the NCM-PTA relied on 
other women’s organizations and the clout and power of a major professional 
education organization, the National Education Association (NEA), to estab-
lish its network and expand.58
 Building on William J. Reese’s argument that every major curricular and 
administrative reform of the Progressive era was accomplished by women’s 
associations, this section reveals the national coordination and direction of 
such efforts, showing that they were more widely directed by a national lead-
ership group than previously contended.59 Their accomplishments were so 
notable that historian Mary Ritter Beard sought to catalog them in her 1915 
book, Women’s Work in Municipalities. Beard organized her discussion into 
four categories: political activity, curricular innovation, structural innova-
tions, and physical concerns. She noted that through parent-teacher associa-
tions “women participate on equal terms with men, where they do not direct 
the aims and activities themselves.”60 Overall, women’s organization members 
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sought to bring about greater attention to health in the school environment, to 
impose greater efficiency in the schools and curricula, and to ensure that the 
school curriculum met the goals of moral education. In these vast efforts to 
reform schools, women’s organizations did not intend to perpetuate long-term 
contributions to public education. As in their social welfare reform work, they 
sought to enact reforms that they hoped to hand over to school authorities and 
boards of education to run. In many cases they did, but as the NCM-PTA grew 
as an institution, it directed many initiatives beyond the Progressive era.61
 As urban schools were centralized under the purview of school boards, 
and school districts were consolidated in rural areas to make the best use of 
available funds, educational leaders worked to wrest control of local schools 
by instituting bureaucratic systems that would organize schooling and the cur-
riculum. The only national coordination of such an expansive effort by profes-
sionals could come from the NEA, and the organization was working toward 
that end by convening a series of curriculum committees from the 1890s 
through late 1910s. However, the NEA, while able to prepare policy directives, 
did not have the communication and action networks of major women’s orga-
nizations in terms of being able to rapidly circulate ideas and enlist citizens 
in supporting them. A parallel can be found in the state-building campaigns 
of women reformers of the early twentieth century. As Theda Skocpol argues, 
“Especially from 1900 to the mid-1920s, federations of women’s voluntary 
associations enjoyed political leverage within U.S. federalism that was entirely 
unavailable to higher-educated reformist professionals—except when the 
latter cooperated with the voluntary federations on terms influenced by the 
federations’ own outlooks and organizational structures.” Likewise, women’s 
voluntary organizations shaped public education during the Progressive era 
through their well-coordinated networks and political strength, a strength that 
overpowered, for a short time, that of organized education professionals. Their 
accomplishments were evidenced in the curricular changes and structural 
improvements they supported with respect to schooling, health, and social 
service initiatives.62
 With the decision to become integrally involved in school reform work at 
the turn of the twentieth century, women volunteers of the GFWC, early PTA, 
and other organizations wished to form an alliance with the NEA. Representa-
tives of the GFWC, the leading women’s voluntary organization undertaking 
school reform in the 1890s, began to attend NEA annual meetings and, on 
occasion, to speak at the gatherings of the Kindergarten Department of the 
organization. Founded in 1857 as a professional association dedicated to advo-
cacy and research, the NEA was at that time a debating society run by elite 
male scholars and school administrators. Although women teachers in general 
were marginalized within the association, women volunteers were, for a time, 
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able to carve out a niche in which they could share ideas with other organized 
women and have the ear of professional educators. The alliance between club-
women and the professionals of the NEA lasted only a little more than two 
decades, after which the fissure between school volunteers and education pro-
fessionals became permanent and fixed. During that time, however, two major 
goals were accomplished: clubwomen were able to coordinate national school 
reform efforts with the backing of teachers and school administrators, and the 
leaders of the PTA, unlike those of the other women’s organizations, made use 
of the opportunity to more fully establish the federation.63
 Beginning in 1893 volunteers of women’s organizations earned a place 
on the NEA agenda, attending and presenting at the meetings of the Kin-
dergarten Department. At subsequent annual meetings, women’s club lead-
ers discussed child study circles and the spread of the kindergarten idea, and 
showcased the vast accomplishments of their associations in public schools. 
In 1897 speaker Mary Codding Bourland, an educator from Pontiac, Illinois, 
showcased the founding of the National Congress of Mothers as an example 
of women’s widespread interest in public education. As women’s voluntary 
associations generated momentum in school reform work in the early twenti-
eth century, their leaders had become less content to give the occasional talk 
at annual NEA meetings. After over a decade of being guests, and recognizing 
that their efforts were integral to the shaping of public schools, the leaders 
of the major women’s voluntary organizations aspired to a more permanent 
place in the NEA. In 1907 Ellen Abbott, the chair of the Education Depart-
ment of the GFWC, and the representatives of six other major women’s 
associations—the NCM-PTA, the Association of Collegiate Alumnae, the 
Daughters of the American Revolution, the WCTU, the National Council of 
Jewish Women, and the Southern Association of College Women—met with 
NEA officers at the Board of Directors meeting. Convinced that “by meeting 
each year with the National Education Association, these national societies 
of women may co-operate more successfully with each other and with the 
educators of the country in bringing the home and the school in more help-
ful relation,” NEA representatives petitioned for the women volunteers to be 
given their own department. The motion passed, the Department of Women’s 
Organizations (DWO) was formed, and clubwomen began preparations for 
the 1908 annual meeting in Cleveland, Ohio.64
 At the time the Department of Women’s Organizations was created, NEA 
membership was just over five thousand. This figure, which grew slowly in 
subsequent years, was eclipsed by the membership of women volunteers, which 
stood at nearly 300,000. In 1908 speaker Mrs. O. Shepard Barnum observed 
the power that was found in numbers by reminding members that the Depart-
ment could coordinate vast networks of women rapidly. She argued that the 
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clubwomen represented in the Department wielded power through “their 
standing committees [, which] receive[d] impulse and instruction quickly and 
systematically from center to circumference.” Such communication and action 
networks were not possible among professional educators at this time.65
 Through the DWO, volunteer and professional women as well as profes-
sional men were united around a common cause and had access to a forum for 
their ideas. It was not unusual to have women’s club leaders as officers of the 
Department working alongside professional women who worked in colleges, 
normal schools, and classrooms, making the relationship symbiotic between 
the two groups. Also, given that volunteer work provided a training ground 
for nonprofessional women, officers in voluntary associations came to hone 
their leadership and organizational skills to a greater extent through their 
participation. The Dean of the Women’s Department at the State Agricultural 
College in Fort Collins Colorado, Helen Grenfell, highlighted the importance 
of women’s associations in educational work, explaining that the “woman of 
the future” has been “taught through association in mutual interests the value 
of united effort and thru [sic] wise direction the true needs of all children.” 
Thus, the new Department offered both fellowship and leadership training to 
those with a vested interest in public education.66
 Subsequently, the NCM-PTA was vital to the running of the Depart-
ment of Women’s Organizations, as President Schoff served as its first vice 
president—until elections were held—along with Laura Drake Gill, the presi-
dent of the Association of Collegiate Alumnae, and Mrs. Philip N. Moore, a 
trustee of Vassar College from St. Louis. State-level NCM-PTA leaders such 
as Cora Bright, from Illinois, were integrally involved with the DWO, serving 
on the nominating committee of the first group of officers. At the 1908 NEA 
meeting and at succeeding meetings, three officers were elected to run the 
department: a president, vice president, and secretary. In the fourteen years 
the DWO existed, leadership included a balanced representation of profes-
sional and volunteer women, as did the list of speakers at annual meetings. 
The Department’s officers created a structure whereby representatives of the 
national women’s organizations would plan together with the three officers 
the work for the coming year and would work to coordinate local and state 
women’s club activities through the DWO.67
 U.S. Commissioner of Education Elmer Ellsworth Brown addressed the 
DWO at the 1908 NEA meeting and offered his support to the organization’s 
newest department. He reflected on the losses to education that came with 
the professionalization of teaching, remarking that as schooling increasingly 
became a function of the state it relied less on benevolent societies and volun-
tary organizations. He believed the DWO was trying to recapture the “shadow 
land,” as he called it, between professional and community responsibility, 
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“where some of the most vital questions of today are found.” Brown, however, 
made it clear that teachers and other education professionals had the last word 
on school matters: “Not a book should be placed in the school library nor a 
picture on the schoolroom wall . . . unless it have the approval of the teach-
ing force within the school.” However, the women’s organization leaders saw 
things a bit differently. Recognizing that education was “a state affair,” they 
believed their position within civil society afforded them an opportunity to 
improve curriculum, standards, and resources nationally. At their first gather-
ing they resolved to work for compulsory education laws around the country, 
support teacher preparation and increased pay, help provide adequate school 
facilities, and promote a curriculum that provided “training for the hand, as 
well as for the head, and definite instruction in ethics and civics.”68
 In the beginning, tensions were evident between the power of women’s 
civic associations and professionals’ desire to maintain control over educa-
tion. At the annual meeting of the NEA in 1909, Department of Women’s 
Organizations president Laura Drake Gill reminded her audience, “The only 
real danger in this method is the chance of having the name of the National 
Education Association involved in some unwise state activity,” but she reas-
sured her audience that since the work was organized by knowledgeable and 
experienced officers of the Department, that would not likely happen. Gill was 
also happy to report that year that there was “no friction with school officers” 
as the women carried out their work. Gill reflected the wider belief of women 
volunteers that they had a special capacity to carry out the work of school 
reform, in particular because men’s civic associations were not as well coordi-
nated and established as women’s.69
 For the first two years the DWO coordinated the national educational 
reform efforts of the Department’s member organizations, reports of which 
were detailed at each annual NEA meeting. Department president Gill pre-
sented the long list of accomplishments of the twenty-five states with fully 
organized committees, through which women’s associations directed health, 
structural, and curricular reforms in public schools. She detailed how wom-
en’s organizations agitated for new or renovated school buildings and curri-
cula, many of which were focused on manual and industrial training; and how 
they beautified and improved school grounds and established kindergartens 
and day nurseries for working mothers. They set up playgrounds and ran 
vacation schools to keep children occupied during the summer months; they 
conducted medical inspections of children at schools and supported educa-
tion around civics and ethics; they worked to make white schools in the South 
attractive and comfortable. Speakers representing various regions detailed 
the work on the coasts and in the heartland, in the upper Midwest, and the 
Southwest.
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 In 1908, reflecting clubwomen’s influence on curriculum, Mrs. O. Shepard 
Barnum, of the Cumnock School in Los Angeles, pointed up the new demands 
on society that necessitated a move from the three R’s to the three H’s (training 
of the head, hand, and heart), the three C’s (character, conduct, and citizen-
ship), and the three B’s (“the supplying of body, brains, and bringing-up”). Bar-
num thereby revealed the three-pronged and overlapping interests of women’s 
organizations: the functional—or practical—school curriculum, health, and 
civic education. The functional curriculum had a moral dimension for wom-
en’s club leaders in that it held the possibility to teach young citizens the proper 
morals by emphasizing parenthood over future employment. Clubwomen’s 
health reform efforts had the most significant impact on the school curriculum, 
including health inspections, better-ventilated schools, and school lunches. A 
multitude of women’s clubs put into place drinking fountains, school nurses, 
and playgrounds, since hygiene was of particular concern to limit the spread of 
disease. Like those of many women’s clubs around the nation, these curricular 
reforms involved updating or even installing school plumbing. For example, 
many women’s clubs accomplished what one club in Illinois reported: that it 
had introduced “bubble fountains and proper toilets for boys” in the early 
1900s.70
 In 1910 the DWO became the Department of School Patrons (DSP) in 
an effort to be more inclusive in its membership. Moreover, since the goal of 
organized educational work was “effective citizenship”—of young people in 
schools as well as the members of the voluntary organizations—it necessitated 
the inclusion of men. By this time, the NEA had come to support vocational 
education as differentiated instruction, something the clubwomen of the new 
department promoted. There was a noticeable change in the way meetings 
were run after this point, as the role of speaker was reserved for men and 
women professional educators, supplemented with the lengthy reports of the 
DSP officers, the leaders of women’s voluntary organizations. The rhetorical 
shift did not effect an actual transformation regarding the name change, how-
ever, as the DSP continued to be run by volunteer and professional women and 
continued to represent several major national women’s associations.71
 The NCM-PTA continued to be central to the running of the Depart-
ment of School Patrons. Cora Bright of Illinois—an officer with the National 
PTA—was its secretary. The DSP’s leaders had, by this time, honed their ability 
to communicate with and coordinate the activities of the state-level organi-
zations of the representative women’s associations. At each annual meeting, 
the president gave an overview of the work of the DSP state-by-state, and 
each time the report became longer, even though some state committees did 
not submit reports. In Little Rock, Arkansas, women’s organizations pub-
lished articles on the educational needs of the state that they then circulated 
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through the newspapers. In California, organized women worked for teach-
ers’ pensions, school bond issues, and the right for school boards to select 
superintendents. In Iowa, women’s clubs started school gardens, organized 
parent-teacher associations, and “Introduced some industrial work in twenty-
four schools.” In New Jersey, women volunteers surveyed legislative matters 
regarding education, child labor, and juvenile court procedures. The work 
was well coordinated and efficient, since it was staffed by a representation 
of women volunteers from around the country who were invested in school 
reform work and who believed in the cause of public education to shape future 
citizens. Much of these efforts, however, required organized women’s input 
on and support of financial issues. Economic conditions were a main reason 
women should support manual training, according to speaker Helen Grenfell, 
since it met “the needs of the majority.”72
 NEA leaders acknowledged the power of women volunteers in 1910 when 
the president of the association, Ella Flagg Young, approached the Department 
of School Patrons for help with considering how the network of organized 
women could be put to work on school financing. Young, an experienced 
teacher and administrator who held a doctorate from the University of Chi-
cago, was serving as the superintendent of Chicago’s public schools at the time. 
She was known for her support of teachers having a greater role in educa-
tional and administrative decisions, and she believed deeply in democratic 
decision making.73 Given this, Young supported the efforts of teachers and 
organized women. Perhaps she took to heart DSP president Mrs. O. Shepard 
Barnum’s comment the previous year that educational reform from the top 
was “painfully slow” and that the Department of School Patrons was the best 
means by which educational reform would pass from the NEA “mountain 
top to the valley and the plains.”74 Responding to Young’s request, the DSP 
created a school revenue committee with NCM-PTA leader Helen Hefferan 
serving as its president. Within a year’s time, the committee prepared a survey 
to gauge the public’s involvement with school funding. Then, the DSP mailed 
the survey to school superintendents to get their input on how school revenue 
operated and how it was distributed in their states. The committee on school 
revenue prepared a summary and handbook report that was distributed at the 
1911 annual meeting.75
 Almost immediately, the women’s efforts were met with success. Illinois 
clubwomen, along with the State Teachers’ Association, successfully waged 
a campaign to quadruple annual school appropriations. They were able to 
accomplish this feat by urging all parent-teacher associations and women’s 
clubs in the state to write their legislators and the Committee on Appropria-
tions. Volunteer and professional united by taking the matter to the House 
and Senate committees in that state. The successful campaign was held up as 
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exemplary at that year’s DSP meeting, as Hefferan suggested other states take 
up similar work. The State Superintendent of Public Instruction in Illinois, 
Francis G. Blair, rallied around the DSP’s efforts and supported a campaign 
“to create sentiment among school patrons, taxpayers, and lawmakers.”76
 During this time, white women’s organized efforts to improve the nation’s 
schools reached their apex. The Department of School Patrons had expanded 
by organizing two committees to coordinate its work, school revenue and 
health, in 1913, and added a committee on rural schools the following year. 
Minnesota’s report from 1911 is reflective of efforts around the country:
The individual drinking-cup, sanitary soap, and sanitary towels have appeared 
in our schools during this year. The temperature of our schoolrooms, which 
used to be kept dangerously high in the cold Minnesota winters, has been low-
ered, and fresh air from window and doors substituted for the air supposed to 
be made pure by ventilating systems. The medical inspector and school nurse 
are now a part of our school system. Playgrounds are multiplying. . . . The 
school census has been taken by members of women’s clubs and normal stu-
dents in training. The truant, the backward child, the sick child have been 
discovered and relief has been undertaken. The social assistance rendered in 
quiet fashion by the best women in the community to young adolescent boys 
and girls without social opportunity, has been the result of circulars sent out 
through the clubs.77
Women’s organized efforts showed no sign of abating during the years of great 
activity among school professionals and volunteers in regard to public educa-
tion and the curriculum. Moreover, true to their goals of institutionalizing 
reforms, clubwomen around the nation built in their obsolescence as they 
turned to new projects. DSP reports document these successes, such as the 
vacation schools that were begun in Chicago in the 1890s by the woman’s club 
and turned over in 1911 to the board of education. And, in Minnesota in 1910, 
the medical inspector and nurse initiated by the NCM-PTA were taken over by 
the school system to maintain. The work continued through 1916 as the clinics 
started by the NCM-PTA in California were assumed by the schools. School 
meals, offered as early as the 1890s, expanded to the extent that by 1913, three 
dozen cities had meal services, each one having been initiated by clubwomen 
through the DSP. In general, by the time the United States entered World War I 
in 1917, schools took over the meal service, and at this time over one hundred 
cities had meals for working- and lower-class children. Even as municipalities 
took on the role of financing the meals, women volunteers continued to help 
administer them. With nurses, health checkups, lunches, and other innova-
tions initiated by nonprofessional women and managed by school districts, the 
purpose and function of schools was shaped.78
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 By 1915 the DSP decided the state-by-state accomplishments should 
include discussions of the particular national organization that carried out the 
reform, because it made more sense to use the networks already in place within 
each separate organization than to create additional administrative layers in 
the DSP. The PTA in Delaware held lectures and demonstrations on nursing 
and domestic science; the Council of Jewish Women in Kentucky “completely 
metamorphosed” a rural school; and the GFWC in Maine improved health 
conditions in and through the schools. Given this, the reports became length-
ier, for each state-by-state account now included the accomplishments of the 
women’s organizations for each state. The reports consumed so much time 
during NEA sessions that DSP president Mrs. O. Shepard Barnum remarked 
in 1912, “It has proved impossible this year to incorporate or even to indicate 
in this summary all the many and full reports received.” She did attempt to 
give an overview, nonetheless, but she also directed those attending to read the 
GFWC Education Department reports for the biennial period 1910–12.79
 As the DSP provided the means to coordinate national efforts in educa-
tional reforms, it legitimized women’s volunteer work in schools through their 
networks. As long as clubwomen worked with and through the NEA, accusa-
tions that they were meddlers were few and far between and were more the 
result of local clashes between volunteer and professional. In many instances, 
professional and volunteer dovetailed their efforts. Local networks, mimicking 
the relationship of women’s national organizations to the NEA, were often sub-
sumed under state departments of education. Such was the case in Kentucky, 
when in 1911 the state’s school improvement leagues—the typical name for 
parent-teacher associations in the South—were placed under the control of 
the Kentucky State Department of Education. A clubwoman was then hired 
to organize and supervise the leagues as a paid officer. In this instance, as in 
others around the South, the school improvement league representative was 
funded in part by the Southern Education Board.80
 In addition to the lengthy reports on the accomplishments of women vol-
unteers, another important development was noted at NEA annual meetings: 
the need for parent-teacher associations in all communities. NCM-PTA lead-
ers, therefore, used their position in the DSP to build the organization by 
establishing local units around the country. While undertaking the work of the 
coordinated women’s associations, they encouraged the founding of new local 
clubs among a variety of women, including women with grown children and 
immigrant women. In other words, as the NCM-PTA enacted reforms through 
the NEA Department, it worked to ensure the stability of its own organization 
by gaining affiliated local and state units. In 1909 a speaker at the Department 
of School Patrons meeting, Mrs. Henry J. Hersey of the Colorado Congress 
of Parents and Teachers, explained that the NCM-PTA was coordinating the 
efforts of local units in thirty-two states, even though the organization had 
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only half that number of affiliated state units. By 1915 the campaign to build 
the NCM-PTA through the NEA Department of School Patrons had become 
so successful that the organization claimed thirty-three state units. As a result, 
it withdrew for a time from membership in the DSP. In 1915 no NCM-PTA 
leader served as a DSP officer, a first since the department was organized in 
1907. Beginning in 1916 NCM-PTA representation was dropped from the 
minutes of Department meetings, even though the work of reforming schools 
and curricula was still being carried out by the organization and the DSP.81
 The NCM-PTA did not rejoin the DSP until 1918, the year after the United 
States entered World War I. It was an act of patriotism, since at this time the 
schools took on the work of national defense and preparedness. Furthermore, 
given the fact that the U.S. Congress had organized women’s organizations 
under the Woman’s Committee of the Council of National Defense, the PTA 
would have been brought into the fold anyway. One speaker remarked on the 
importance of organized women in the war effort, outlining that “Many addi-
tional school activities must be undertaken on a large scale as preparedness 
measures.” These activities were the same as before—school gardens, physical 
education, vacation schools, the support of vocational education—but had 
the added urgency of helping the nation during the war. Again, DSP leaders 
reiterated the importance of their networks and reminded school professionals 
of their ability to spread ideas and to mobilize human and material resources. 
One speaker went so far as to point out that she had “heard no mention of 
ways and means for securing adequate funds for patriotic work except here in 
the Department of School Patrons.” Clubwomen maintained that between the 
research training of the members of the Association for Collegiate Alumnae 
and the Southern Association of College Women and the far-reaching net-
works of the NCM-PTA, GFWC, and Council of Jewish Women, the nation’s 
war needs could be met.82
 After the war, the Department of School Patrons changed radically as the 
school’s relationship to the home changed. Many of the changes brought about 
by clubwomen’s Progressive-era reforms were either institutionalized in schools 
or disappeared, such as the school as social center. Moreover, the war brought 
an end to Progressive-era reform fervor. From that point on, only professional 
educators served as speakers at annual meetings of the DSP. Volunteer women 
were given less autonomy, and by 1920 only one officer was chosen to head 
the Department of School Patrons. Within two years the NEA would decide to 
discontinue the DSP. At this time, the PTA had a membership of over 400,000, 
while the GFWC had approximately 420,000 members. Even though the NEA 
had grown exponentially, from 8,400 members in 1917 to 118,000 members 
in 1922, it was still markedly smaller than the major women’s associations. 
A rhetorical shift connoted a change in relationship between volunteer and 
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professional, as the focus became cooperation between home and school. No 
longer were women’s club leaders championing their organizations’ far-reach-
ing powers; instead speakers referred to the role of organized women in help-
ing professional educators. Also gone were the lengthy reports of organized 
women’s efforts in securing health, curricular, and financial reforms in educa-
tion.83
 In a final act of breaking with women volunteers, the NEA in 1922 dis-
banded the Department of School Patrons.84 The women’s associations that 
composed the Department continued nonetheless and even collaborated 
through other groups, such as the Woman’s Joint Congressional Committee, 
which was created to institutionalize women’s lobbying activities.85 Several 
factors accounted for the changed relationship between organized women 
volunteers and professional educators. In large part, America after the war 
was a different place. Also, with the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment 
in 1920, women’s lives changed drastically, as did their reform work; such 
gender-segregated activities had lost their appeal. Women having won the 
vote, their efforts in voluntary organizations were less urgent as additional 
outlets for political work became available to them, even though a female vot-
ing bloc did not materialize as expected. The maternalist line of reasoning that 
fueled municipal housekeeping became outdated as an ideological framework 
as more politically radical women turned to other justifications for their work 
in the public arena. Sheila Rothman claims that white, middle-class women 
became disillusioned with social reform in the post–World War I period, as 
a result of an emphasis on romantic marriage over motherhood as a uniting 
ideology and the fact that the reforms of the Progressive era did not “enhance 
opportunities for women in structural ways.”86 Finally, municipal and state 
governments did exactly what organized women wanted them to do: they 
assumed the work that the women had begun, thereby institutionalizing it into 
the school curriculum and administrative structure.
 However, the end had not come to women’s community organizing on 
behalf of public education; on the contrary, this was just the beginning. This 
work paralleled the rise of activity among civic voluntary organizations through 
the 1960s.87 After Hannah Kent Schoff stepped down in 1920, women’s volun-
tary activism in public education became less intrusive in school affairs and 
was subsumed under the direction of the NCM-PTA. Schoff saw her associa-
tion grow from eight state units and a little over a thousand members in 1902 
to thirty-seven state affiliates and 189,202 members by the time she left office 
in 1920. She helped remake the organization from a small, national body to 
a thriving federation with a solid footing in public education. In the mid-
1920s, President Margaretta Willis Reeve (1923–28) directed the association to 
defer to the professional authority of school administrators and to embrace the 
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language of cooperation. As a reflection of this transformation, the organ-
ization became the National Congress of Parents and Teachers, or NCPT, in 
1924. By the mid-1920s the association had three-quarters of a million mem-
bers, and just five years later, by 1930, 1.5 million members. It had, by then, 
surpassed the GFWC’s 800,000 members.88
 “This work above all others has seemed to me best worth doing. I started 
out as part of a little army—I march now with a great and growing one,” recalled 
Cora C. Bright, the Illinois organizer who had been active in the Department 
of School Patrons. Legions of women organizers like Bright took up their work 
with a zeal that was unrivaled in voluntary organizations dedicated to the cause 
of public education. Women such as Bright read the books recommended by 
the NCPT and hence became well versed in the latest thinking on education. 
They traveled their states and regions, presenting to school administrators 
and normal school graduates the plea for a parent-teacher association in every 
school. For Bright and tens of thousands of organized white women, the early 
twentieth century was a time of building the schools through their associa-
tional alliances, while at the same time these alliances established an educa-
tional institution. The very public ascent of the National Congress of Mothers, 
along with the GFWC’s commitment to public education, was responsible for 
the groundswell of interest among women’s associations in public education 
in the 1890s. The Mothers’ Congress aided the GFWC in making schooling a 
priority for women’s organizations. Parent-teacher groups and mothers’ clubs 
were organized again and again in towns, cities, and rural areas around the 
country in the early decades of the twentieth century. Many of them affili-
ated with a national organization, usually the GFWC or PTA, while in many 
instances women held multiple memberships.89
 By attending national meetings, clubwomen learned about the latest 
research and practice from experts, often other women. Muncy argues that 
because of male administrators, women teachers could not cultivate full profes-
sional autonomy. Therefore, they united with other women. Clubwomen and 
women teachers returned home from conventions and formed home-school 
organizations and created school departments within their existing women’s 
or mothers’ clubs, often to apply new educational theories, establish kinder-
gartens, set up playgrounds, and help raise money for new school buildings. 
Women who could not attend national and regional meetings were informed 
by reading lists and periodicals shared at their regular meetings by those who 
had made the journey. The web of relations was tightly woven as the ideology, 
leadership, and goals of the major women’s associations overlapped.90
 As the educational activities of the GFWC and other women’s associa-
tions dwindled through the 1920s, the PTA emerged as the major educational 
organization in the nation. It had established its infrastructure by uniting with 
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other women’s organizations and by using the opportunity it had as an affiliate 
of the NEA to create its own local and state units. The PTA thereby set a solid 
foundation that subsequently assured its continuation as a voluntary organ-
ization linked with the public schools after the other women’s organizations 
left this work behind. Perhaps most importantly, the PTA retained a working 
relationship with the NEA after the demise of the DSP, but it was a relation-
ship in which the women’s organization had to remain in its place. Margaretta 
Willis Reeve appeared on the NEA program during her administration, articu-
lating the role of the PTA and its relationship to education professionals, and 
emphasizing the common refrain of cooperation between home and school. 
The proximity of the two headquarters supported an ongoing working rela-
tionship, since the PTA in 1920 sold the Washington, DC, headquarters it had 
purchased in 1918 and rented an office in the NEA building until 1938.91
 However, another, perhaps more subtle transformation had taken place in 
the PTA from 1897 to 1924. What originated as an association that would not 
discriminate based on race became, by the 1920s, an organization that barred 
black associations from its membership in practice. Faced with the contradic-
tion of its commitment to democratic principles through public education and 
on behalf of children and families, the PTA helped found a segregated associa-
tion for its growing black membership. Therefore, the 1920s would prove to be 
a pivotal time for the National PTA, as its segregated counterpart, the National 
Congress of Colored Parents and Teachers, was organized. The founding of a 
black PTA was not carried out entirely by white leaders, because a local-level, 
grassroots movement to organize parent-teacher associations in segregated 
schools had begun to take place around the South beginning in the 1890s.
IN hER address at the National Congress of Mothers’ first meeting in 1897, activist and writer Frances Ellen Watkins Harper appealed to the elite white 
women to support education for African Americans.
I do not ask any special favor for the colored mother. . . . But I do ask you to 
give what we cannot touch with our hands, the ideal things that can not be 
measured with a line nor weighed in a balance. . . . Trample, if you will, on our 
bodies, but do not crush out self-respect from our souls. If you want us to act 
as women, treat us as women.
Citing thirty years of emancipation from slavery and the paltry gains made 
in the schooling of freedpeople, Harper implored her audience to provide 
for the education of the young black women working as domestic servants in 
their homes. She argued, “A young girl trained as a kindergarten pupil might 
be of great value to a young mother as a useful assistant in the work of child-
rearing.” Harper was a powerful presence, a seventy-one-year-old writer and 
leader who had dedicated her life to temperance and other moral issues from 
the postbellum years into the twentieth century. Harper’s speech was a rare 
attempt by a black woman to address the racism of whites in a public forum, 
but any suggestion of reproach was palliated by the acceptance given her by 
the Mothers’ Congress. She was viewed by PTA leaders as nonthreatening and 
sympathetic to the ideals of the association: child welfare and parent educa-
tion. Her presence was intended to reinforce the NCM’s position that it would 
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be open “to all mankind and to all womankind, regardless of race, color, or 
condition.” Newspapers reported the next day that Harper’s “address was liber-
ally applauded.”1
 Another reason Frances Harper was the perfect choice to speak at the PTA’s 
first gathering is that she was a member of the National Association of Colored 
Women (NACW), which was organized in 1896 by black clubwomen who 
were barred from membership in the General Federation of Women’s Clubs 
(GFWC). As I demonstrate in the previous chapter, the PTA relied on an exist-
ing network of women’s clubs and associations to establish a national organ-
ization. The ability to tap into this network—or multiple networks—of women 
enabled white PTA leaders to disseminate their ideas rapidly and efficiently 
in order to build a membership base, but the problem of how to enlist black 
women remained. Despite the racially inclusive policy that was pronounced at 
the founding meeting of the Mothers’ Congress, the elite white Board of Man-
agers could not ever, in the context of the Jim Crow era, conceive of working 
side-by-side with black women. Moreover, attempts at being racially inclusive 
were thwarted by the practice of segregation within the organization over time. 
The Supreme Court’s decision in Plessy v. Ferguson solidified the segregation 
of the races in 1896, and Jim Crow laws were firmly codified that decade. By 
the early 1920s the white PTA began to deny membership to any local club that 
was affiliated with a segregated school. The organization, for the first several 
decades of its existence, attempted to manage black women through avail-
able networks and eventually succeeded in helping coordinate the founding 
of a segregated black association with a parallel structure of local, state, and 
national units. In large part, the PTA accomplished this by working with the 
leadership of the National Association of Colored Women (NACW).2
 With or without white oversight, however, an analogous and independent 
movement to organize black parent-teacher associations emerged in the 1890s 
in the American South. During the Progressive era educated black women—
working within a long tradition of clubs and benevolent societies since the 
early nineteenth century—began to establish parent-teacher groups and school 
improvement societies. Black women’s organizations predated those of white 
women, as they were the first to organize on behalf of self- and community 
improvement in the 1830s. Given that African Americans led the campaign for 
public education during Reconstruction, community-school groups in the late 
nineteenth century were a natural evolution of such events. These efforts at 
promoting education and building schools were part of a collective conscious-
ness of African Americans who believed that their status depended on their 
relationship with the larger group.3
 When the NACW was founded in 1896, it began to unite the work of local-
level school improvement groups with a network of black women leaders, 
C h a P T e r  
becoming a nationally coordinated effort to support schools and to undertake 
reform work through a federated organization. After having been barred from 
membership in the GFWC, middle-class black women organized the NACW 
and, like the Congress of Mothers, proclaimed, “we are not drawing the color 
line.” Given that the original purposes of the NACW were “to elevate and 
dignify colored American womanhood” and to “foster ‘moral, mental, and 
material progress,’” the organization’s leaders placed a special emphasis on 
education.4 The NACW’s focus on education was reflective of the interests of 
the majority of its founding members who were teachers, but also reveals how 
black clubwomen were raised and educated with a sense of mutual obligation 
among other clubwomen, their families, and the wider community.5
 In this chapter I investigate the origins of the black PTA, the National Con-
gress of Colored Parents and Teachers (NCCPT), and reveal how the federa-
tion developed from the ground up, in contrast to the white PTA. Its genesis 
can be located in at least several different movements for black education in 
the South in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, two of which 
developed translocal networks of parent-teacher associations. One major force 
was the club organizing of the NACW, and another was a group of teachers, 
the Jeanes supervising teachers, funded by white philanthropists, who worked 
across the South to establish rural schools. These two major efforts were sup-
ported by the white PTA leadership, who encouraged black women to orga-
nize a separate association but did not work alongside them. However, black 
women’s volunteer efforts in schools were just as widely networked as white 
women’s through churches and voluntary associations, though these networks 
were not always visible to the wider public. Also, black women’s club organiz-
ing was deeply committed to racial uplift. The charge to create parent-teacher 
associations was that of black teachers who, by virtue of their race and pro-
fession, had a lengthy list of responsibilities that extended beyond the school 
walls and out into the communities in which they worked.6
 Thus the differences between black and white clubwomen’s approaches to 
school reform work were grounded in their contrasting ideologies of wom-
anhood and motherhood. As I demonstrate in the previous chapter, white 
women extended motherhood from their own homes out to municipalities in 
order to exert moral influence over their own and other people’s children. The 
distinction with black women’s mothering is that while it, too, sought to exert 
moral influence on others, it had the additional purpose of protecting black 
children in a racist world. As Paula Giddings argues, for African American 
women “the home [and its ideological extension to the community] was not 
so much a refuge from the outside world as a bulwark to secure one’s passage 
through it.” Even more so than white women, middle-class black clubwomen 
made the home the center of social reform as they fought to challenge the 
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stereotype of the black woman as immoral. It was this stereotype of the black 
woman that Frances Harper challenged at the first Mothers’ Congress when 
she asked that black women be treated as women first, emphasizing the unity 
women shared around gender rather than the chasm between them called 
race.7
 Molly Ladd-Taylor’s assertion that “maternalist politics were necessarily 
racial politics” is evidenced in the white PTA’s claims that it would not dis-
criminate, because all women were mothers first, a condition that in theory 
united them across racial and ethnic barriers. However, the social and politi-
cal climate at the turn of the twentieth century necessarily held that women 
of color would not be treated as equals. While black women activists drew on 
the language of motherhood, they cannot be considered maternalists, because 
they generally rejected the notion that all women were intended for mother-
hood. Instead, black clubwomen believed that they should not be forced into 
traditional roles, and they often spoke out on this in club publications, even 
challenging the limited expectations of them by black men. Black women led 
starkly different lives with regard to labor, employment, child rearing, and 
waged and unwaged labor, and these differences shaped their work in schools 
and communities.8 Nevertheless, clubwomen such as Frances Harper used the 
language of maternalism to appeal to the National Congress of Mothers and 
other white women’s groups. Another major difference between the social 
reform work of black and white clubwomen was that they had different atti-
tudes toward the poor. White women were more likely to differentiate the wor-
thy from the unworthy poor, while black women’s views of class and poverty 
favored environmental factors, not birth or previous experience. In fact, black 
clubwomen often bridged class barriers by taking up issues that affected the 
poor, working mothers, and tenant farmers. Race and prejudice united black 
women across these differences, and this contrasting perspective gave black 
clubwomen a different approach to working with lower-class women and chil-
dren, which carried over to community-school organizing in the South.9
 During the first three decades of its existence, the PTA struggled with 
the challenge of remaining true to its inclusive policy in a racist and segre-
gated society. At the 1901 annual meeting in Des Moines, white PTA lead-
ers announced that “every mother identified with the Congress, rich or poor, 
black or white, is welcomed to attend this reception, her tiny badge of pink 
and blue being her credential of admission.”10 Yet, despite these pronounce-
ments, local units remained segregated with few exceptions, and these exam-
ples were reflective of working relationships, tradition, and Jim Crow laws in 
communities around the country.11 Beyond the South, a handful of white clubs 
included black members but still practiced the custom of segregation at their 
meetings. The state PTA units for Ohio and Tennessee, for example, seated 
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African American members at separate banquet tables and in segregated sec-
tions of gathering spaces during state and regional conventions. Only rarely 
did black and white clubs join together. The leaders of the Annie Murray Club, 
for instance, the only African American women’s club in Des Moines, occa-
sionally joined efforts with the white Iowa Congress of Mothers.12 A half-cen-
tury later, PTA historians Harry and Bonaro Overstreet defended the PTA’s 
segregationist practices, claiming societal pressures thwarted organizers’ 
efforts to be inclusive: “the Congress did not operate in a social vacuum; it 
operated in a society that, at certain times and in certain places, has drawn 
racial lines.” However, segregation did not always come from white resistance. 
In many instances, black PTA members did not wish to work alongside white 
women, because they wished to manage the education of African American 
children.13
 James D. Anderson argues that rural blacks built a network of segregated 
schools in the South between 1900 and 1935 with their own resources since 
they received little to no help from state and local governments. Concomi-
tantly, a black teaching force was trained during these years, with the largest 
growth occurring between 1920 and 1930. Therefore, it is no coincidence that 
the development of the National Congress of Colored Parents and Teachers 
marched alongside the advancement of black schooling and the development 
of a black teaching cadre in the South. As various school improvement societ-
ies and parent-teacher associations became increasingly linked to one another 
within and across state lines, forming part of the institutional infrastructure 
of segregated schools, schoolhouses were built and curricula put into place by 
teachers and volunteers.14
 After three decades of local work on behalf of public education, the 
National Congress of Colored Parents and Teachers was organized in 1926 by 
black teachers, clubwomen, and school leaders. The existing scholarship has 
overlooked the role of widespread voluntary groups of African Americans in 
carrying out this task; in fact, a growing network of black parent-teacher asso-
ciations was integral to the development of a school system for African Ameri-
cans in the South and unified by a political agenda to promote education for 
black children and a liberal arts curriculum. In contrast to white clubwomen’s 
extensive school reform efforts, which supported the state in controlling the 
lives of schoolchildren, black clubwomen’s reform efforts did not have the 
same political influence. In other words, black women’s efforts often operated 
in opposition to state control and other forces that sought to direct black edu-
cation and to implement the Hampton-Tuskegee, or industrial, model of cur-
riculum. Nonetheless, the struggles over the school curriculum in segregated 
schools are not easily parsed between liberal arts and industrial education. 
Homemakers’ clubs, an important philanthropic initiative that taught agricul-
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tural skills to rural African Americans, and that supported the development of 
the black PTA, were generally embraced by black communities in the South.
 The existence and types of parent-teacher organizations in the segregated 
schools of the South challenge the central interpretation in the research on 
the history of the relationship between parents and schools. The cooperation-
conflict dualism was virtually nonexistent in the early years of PTA organizing 
in segregated schools because black teachers enlisted community members 
in the endeavor to build schools. Moreover, these same educators organized 
and led local parent-teacher associations and school improvement societies, 
so the friction between professional and lay constituencies was muted for the 
first several decades of the twentieth century. The typical tensions between 
white parents and teachers during this era arose out of different approaches to 
child rearing and conflicting opinions over who had responsibility for educa-
tion. However, this friction did not exist for segregated schools, because black 
educators and parents were united—usually in opposition to white citizens 
and school board members—in securing educational opportunities for youth, 
and black teachers were respected as community leaders. Not only were black 
educators and community leaders often working at odds with whites; they 
were also beholden to them: virtually all black educators, from rural teach-
ers to college presidents, were appointed by whites during this era. Thus, the 
most salient difference among African American citizens in the drive to build 
schools and organize curricula was socioeconomic class, which was most evi-
dent in the relationship between black clubwomen and teachers and the com-
munity members they enlisted to build a system of schools.15
The Origins of Black School-Community Groups
The post-Reconstruction era, also called the time of the New South, saw a 
regression in the rights of African Americans and their subjugation under 
white supremacy. Historian C. Vann Woodward remarks that during this 
period the per-capita wealth of the South lagged significantly behind that 
of the North. The distribution of health, education, and a comfortable stan-
dard of living was uneven between the South and the rest of the country and 
even within the South itself. Inequities were perhaps most pronounced in the 
schools for black children. Blacks in rural areas, unlike the working classes 
elsewhere in America, received little support for schooling from state and 
local governments. Although the lack of funds and the need for child labor 
allowed for a shorter school year, education consistently remained a priority 
in black communities in the South. After having been denied access to lit-
eracy and education because of slavery, the freedpeoples saw education as both 
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an expression of freedom and a way to guard themselves against deception 
and manipulation. Through decades of oppression following Reconstruction, 
Southern African Americans rallied around the need to provide education for 
their young in the hopes that it would lead to release from oppressive condi-
tions as well as to economic stability and security. Political leaders as well as 
clubwomen viewed education as the means to racial equality and the develop-
ment of African Americans’ full potential. Nonetheless, despite this valuing 
of education there remained, by the end of the nineteenth century, too few 
schools in the South; two-thirds of the school-aged population did not have 
access to free, public education.16
 Many whites in the South were opposed to education for African Ameri-
cans out of fear that with it would come their greater political and economic 
power. Even among those whites who supported education a tension existed; 
while education would make African Americans better citizens and workers, 
it held the potential to educate them out of their places in the socioeconomic 
and racial hierarchies. Sociologist Hortense Powdermaker, conducting a study 
of a town in Mississippi in the 1930s, documented a commonly held belief 
among white Southerners on the inadequacy of either position: “If you edu-
cate the [Negroes], you ruin the South; if you don’t educate them, you ruin it 
too.”17
 Overall, the development of schools in the South—for blacks and whites—
lagged behind the rest of the nation. It was not until the first three decades 
of the twentieth century that school systems were developed, although the 
resources allotted to segregated schools were paltry. African Americans car-
ried the burden of double taxation for public schools, wherein their funds 
went primarily to white schools, after which they dug deeper into nearly 
empty pockets to pay for schools for their own children. In addition to mon-
etary contributions, community members and teachers provided labor and 
materials to improve schools and educational resources. These efforts sought 
to support and sustain schools that were too few in number according to black 
educational and political leaders. Furthermore, the separate schools for Afri-
can Americans suffered in virtually every way, with the exception of com-
munity spirit. School terms were shorter, educational resources and materials 
were outdated or, worse yet, scarce, and physical plants suffered for proper 
ventilation and lighting.18
 In addition to the drive for education from within black communities, 
white philanthropists contributed to the development of a system of segre-
gated schools. In 1900 the creation of the General Education Board (GEB) 
and Southern Educational Board (SEB) created a virtual monopoly over the 
development of segregated schools in the South. The GEB, a consortium of 
philanthropists, and the SEB, composed of Southern white male educators, 
“ T O  w O r k  m O r e  e f f e C T i v e l y ” 
were created to fund and oversee the development of schools and the imple-
mentation of a curriculum for African Americans in the South. While the 
SEB focused on studying and disseminating industrial education for blacks, 
the GEB was its funding machine. Originally set up by John D. Rockefeller, 
Sr., in 1901 with an endowment of $1 million in 1902, the GEB’s purse grew 
to a staggering $53 million by 1909 with supplementary funding. By 1929 
Rockefeller had contributed over $129 million to the Board, which was used 
to establish rural one-room schools, county training schools, and urban public 
high schools around the South.19
 Northern philanthropists and other white educational leaders resolved 
that if education was to come to the black community in the South, it would 
emphasize an industrial curriculum and prepare African Americans for man-
ual labor. Therefore, schools funded by white philanthropists were supposed 
to have an industrial curriculum, but Anderson argues that this rarely was 
the case, as black community members resisted the industrial model being 
imposed on them and as segregated schools embraced liberal arts curricula 
that included black history. Likewise, many black women’s clubs studied Afri-
can American literature and history, which they sought to bring to segregated 
schools. The shaping of the school curriculum also was aided by the nascent 
networks of black professional educators, who shared notions about teaching 
black history and the liberal arts. Oftentimes, however, vocational and liberal 
arts education were not either-or but both-and propositions for educators and 
citizens who wished to give their children every opportunity for success.20
 In characterizing the curriculum debates in black education of this era, 
historians frequently draw on the opposing stances of Booker T. Washington 
and W. E. B. Du Bois. Yet, in practice, these polar views were often melded 
together. Washington, a former slave and a principal at Tuskegee Institute, 
was perhaps the most well-known African American public figure at the turn 
of the twentieth century. He viewed education in manual labor for work as 
the precursor to economic stability and advancement, a position that white 
philanthropists and business leaders embraced. Harvard-educated scholar 
and sociologist W. E. B. Du Bois favored education in the liberal arts for the 
“talented tenth,” or teachers, who would then lead the rest of the race. Each 
philosophy took root in educational institutions during the period in a variety 
of ways, and often the two were combined. Institutions emphasizing the lib-
eral arts almost always included some measure of vocational education, while 
schools such as Tuskegee, even though their emphasis was on manual training 
at least until the 1920s, incorporated the liberal arts, but with vocational ends 
in mind.21
 With the development of segregated schools in scattered local areas in 
the South came the rise of black school-community groups beginning in the 
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1890s, primarily as a result of the efforts of teachers and other educational 
leaders. These endeavors often relied on the support of black professional and 
voluntary associations, such as the local and state branches of the National 
Association for Colored Women and the National Association for Teachers in 
Colored Schools. Another push for the development of black parent-teacher 
associations came from white philanthropy, which channeled money through 
the GEB to support segregated schools. In most instances, the teachers of those 
schools organized school improvement societies and other types of parent-
teacher groups. Therefore, white philanthropists and school administrators 
unwittingly aided in the establishment of networks of parent-teacher associa-
tions across the South by funding black teachers’ efforts in building schools, 
thereby strengthening their networks.22
“In Union Is Strength”:
The National Association of Colored Women
One of the major factors that supported the development of the black par-
ent-teacher movement in the late nineteenth century was the founding of the 
National Association of Colored Women. With education at the center of its 
program, the NACW also offered a national network to support the spread of 
ideas and coordinate the efforts of local-level clubs. The NACW emerged as 
a federated association shortly after the creation of the GFWC (1890) but just 
before the PTA (1897) and, like them, experienced a significant increase in 
membership in its first three decades. However, by the 1920s the PTA’s mem-
bership far surpassed that of the GFWC and NACW (see figure 2.1). As might 
be expected, the leadership and membership of the two white associations 
overlapped a great deal, while there was virtually no crossover between white 
and black association membership. Nonetheless, the leaders of each of these 
three organizations spoke on occasion at the annual meetings of the other two. 
Even though the leaders of the major women’s organizations worked along the 
same lines in the Progressive spirit for a better society, racial relations and ten-
sions between and among women club leaders played out on a national stage.
 In July 1895, Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin, a community leader and club-
woman, convened a meeting in Boston to organize the Afro-American Fed-
eration of Colored Women. A year later, the organization joined forces with 
the Colored Women’s League of Washington, DC, to create a new entity, the 
NACW. Activist and educator Mary Church Terrell became its first president. 
The founding leaders of the association wanted, in part, to carry out what 
they called “human service work,” independent of white women’s associations 
and the Baptist church, through which many middle-class black women were 
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linked. This would free them from the attempts at subordination by men in 
the Baptist convention, even though during this period black Baptist women 
continued to work through the convention, broadening its public division and 
making it, as Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham argues, “the most powerful institu-
tion of racial self-help in the African American community.”23
 Even though black clubwomen founded the NACW as a reaction to having 
been barred from the GFWC, the organization was not an emulation of the 
white women’s club movement, nor did black women’s reform efforts draw on 
the same motivations as white women. Black women had been raised by fami-
lies and in communities that taught them to use their education in socially 
responsible ways; unlike white women they were prepared for lives of activism. 
In addition to municipal housekeeping, their activism focused on strategies 
of resistance to assaults on black men, women, and children. Chicagoan Fan-
nie Barrier Williams outlined the central difference between white and black 
women’s clubs at the time by explaining, “The club movement among colored 
women reaches into the sub-condition of the entire race. . . . [It is] the struggle 
of an enlightened conscience against the whole brood of social miseries, born 
out of the stress and pain of a hated past.” The leaders of the NACW were an 
exceptional group of college-educated black women who spread middle-class 
values among the masses as they generated financial support for community 
institutions and their educational and social service programs. In addition 
to working for others, and unlike white women community reformers, black 
women were also working for themselves. Knowing that they were judged by 
whites who made little distinction between lower- and middle-class blacks, 
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African American clubwomen knew that in order to gain respect, they needed 
to improve the economic and social conditions of the entire race. Unfortu-
nately, however, they were sometimes elitist in their work with blacks of lower 
socioeconomic status, which at times widened the gaps between the classes.24
 While a sense of noblesse oblige in working with the less fortunate gave 
white and black clubwomen a common bond, the similarities stopped there. 
The leadership group of black clubwomen stands in contrast to the all-white 
Congress of Mothers leadership of this time, which was not viewed as radical, 
or even liberal. They were conservative white women without much recogni-
tion in the public eye, except for their being related to well-known men. On 
their own, or affiliated with the organization, the leadership cadre of white 
women did not achieve the kind of public recognition that the leaders of the 
National Congress of Colored Parents and Teachers did. Black PTA leaders 
were activist women who were used to being in the public eye, for better and 
for worse. At the very least, the key similarity between the leadership groups 
of the two branches of the PTA is that they had the approval of male leaders 
across the political spectrum.
 What little crossover there was between the two organizations took place 
at national, and sometimes state, meetings. At least several NACW leaders 
served as token representatives of their race at the early annual meetings of 
the PTA, such as Frances Harper, introduced at the beginning of this chap-
ter, community leader and educator Mary Church Terrell, and kindergarten 
reformer Anna J. Murray. Attempting to remain true to the inclusive policy of 
the Mothers’ Congress, white PTA leaders invited them as fellow clubwomen 
and representatives of their race at the rate of about one notable black speaker 
each year. Harper, Terrell, and Murray agreed to address the white delegates 
because it was an opportunity to further racial goals by enlisting potential 
allies. Moreover, each one seized the opportunity to promote her particular 
agenda.
 Mary Eliza Church Terrell, a graduate of Oberlin College, was a suffragist 
and teacher from Memphis. She later taught at the M Street School in Wash-
ington, DC, and served on the District of Columbia Board of Education from 
1895 to 1901 and then again from 1906 to 1911, the first black woman to do 
so. Terrell gave an official welcome from the National Association of Colored 
Women at the third annual Congress of Mothers in 1899 and used her time 
on the platform to address racial inequality. She began, “[we] are putting forth 
every possible effort to discharge our duty [as NACW members] worthily. Into 
the homes of our people we go preaching the gospel of cleanliness, and moral-
ity, cultivation of the mind and the dignity of labor.” After having reassured her 
audience of black women’s intentions, she admonished them, “did it ever occur 
to you, Mothers of the Congress how difficult a thing it is for colored women 
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to inspire their children with hope or offer them an incentive for their best 
endeavor under the existing conditions of things in this country?” Terrell’s call 
for the equal treatment of children of all races was based on her argument of 
motherhood uniting all women across racial lines, a central tenet of the NCM 
leaders’ maternalist belief. Therefore, Terrell’s message likely came across not 
as abrasive but as worthy of compassion and support.25
 A kindergarten educator from Washington, DC, Anna Murray, took the 
same tack in her talk on “Mothers’ Clubs Among Colored Women” at the 
1900 meeting of the PTA, by addressing the delegates as compatriots. Murray 
recognized a fundraising opportunity even though she had been advised by 
NCM officers not to solicit donations. In her presentation she alluded to the 
rapid ascension of the NCM organization, stating that she could not bring 
comparable “reports of systematic organization [of the NACW]. . . . We are 
too young . . . to have accomplished as much as has been brought here from 
the different states by the more fortunate women.” Revealing black women’s 
appreciation of the inclusive policy of the Mothers’ Congress, she noted that 
the women of the NACW looked favorably on the founding mission of the 
PTA: “It appealed to us because, as Americans—not as colored women—we 
believed it struck at the very root fibres of our national character.” Murray’s 
time on the podium at the Mothers’ Congress was spent kowtowing to the 
NCM delegates and allying herself, at least in public, with Booker T. Wash-
ington’s approach to racial relations. Echoing his metaphor, she announced to 
the crowd that black clubwomen decided “to allow each one to let down her 
bucket where she could do the most good.”26
 Murray spoke to the parallel work of black women’s clubs by detailing the 
work of the early years of the NACW in regard to education, which focused 
on initiating mothers’ meetings, establishing day nurseries and kindergartens, 
and opening homes for orphaned children. With each example she showed 
how a dedicated organizer brought women of a community together and 
taught them about the work that was to be undertaken, all of which led to the 
spread of local associations and their eventual coalescing into state units. She 
shared the examples of Margaret Murray Washington, who developed a net-
work in Alabama, and Laura Titus, who carried out similar work in Virginia, 
where she had enlisted twenty-five clubs in a new state organization. Prior to 
her speech, NCM officers had instructed her not to ask for donations for her 
efforts in establishing more kindergartens for African American children in the 
District of Columbia, explaining, “those who wished to learn more of [your] 
special work could seek information from [you] in person.” Murray ignored 
their request and, after she had spent some time establishing the common 
bonds between white and black clubwomen, spoke in detail about the work 
of the kindergartens in meeting special “race needs” by teaching character 
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education. She concluded with an announcement that the kindergartens were 
in dire need of funding and appealed to the white delegates’ patriotism and 
dedication to the principles of freedom in supporting her venture.27
 Terrell, Murray, and Harper played into the sentiments of the leaders of the 
Mothers’ Congress to obtain a wider public support for their message about 
race and education. Like many others at the turn of the twentieth century, 
they recognized the magnitude of the growing association and its influence 
on public life, so they were willing to appear on the annual meeting programs 
with other leading public figures. In addition to emphasizing motherhood 
as a shared bond, African American educational leaders used the PTA’s dec-
laration of inclusivity to attempt to forge racial understandings. None of the 
remarks offended the delegates and leaders of the Mothers’ Congress since 
the black speakers positioned themselves as subordinate to whites, and NCM 
leaders satisfied their wishes to reach across the racial divide. However, black 
clubwomen realized that their words fell on deaf ears as they saw clearly the 
PTA’s tokenism, observing that the “WHITE organization had shown little or 
no interest in NEGRO children although they were sworn to work for child 
welfare.”28
 It would be facile to characterize these and other black speakers at the 
white PTA annual meetings as either accommodationist or liberalist, along the 
lines of Washington and Du Bois. Such categorizations are overly simplistic, 
do not fully capture black women’s hopes in addressing white audiences, and 
do not account for individuals’ changing viewpoints over time. For instance, 
while Frances Harper’s rhetorical tactics in 1897 seemed to echo the accom-
modating racial politics of Booker T. Washington, she was, in fact, a supporter 
of liberal arts education for blacks along the lines of W. E. B. Du Bois’ “talented 
tenth.” Also, while Mary Church Terrell was far less reserved than Harper in 
her speech just two years later, her politics at the time favored accommoda-
tionism before she moved further to the left as early as 1905. No matter what 
their beliefs, Terrell and other leaders were not going to let the PTA’s policy 
on race stand without comment. In her address to the PTA, Terrell challenged 
the organization to remain true to its commitment to being inclusive by rais-
ing their own children by the same principles: “May I not ask you then, that 
when you teach your children the lofty principles this Congress represents, 
you will make a special effort to train them to be just and broad enough to 
judge men and women by their intrinsic merit, rather than by the adventitious 
circumstances of race, or color or creed?” The NCM’s inclusive policy gave 
black women club leaders a modicum of hope that equality in education and 
of opportunity might be attempted, if not accomplished.29
 Other than the occasional black speaker at annual meetings and the few 
instances of integrated PTA gatherings discussed above, little transpired in 
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terms of improved race relations in women’s clubs and parent-teacher associa-
tions at the turn of the twentieth century. By 1902, in an effort to appease its 
racist clubs, the GFWC took a firmer stance on segregation in its ranks and 
announced publicly that it would not include any black women’s clubs in its 
membership. This presented a problem for the PTA, since it was founded on 
the principle of racial inclusion at the same time it sought to build on the 
existing network of GFWC local units. As a result, calls for interracial coali-
tions in the PTA fell silent after 1902, because organizational leaders did not 
want to jeopardize their partnership with the GFWC. The alliance grew even 
stronger in the first two decades of the twentieth century as the PTA, GFWC, 
and other white women’s organizations banded together in the Department of 
Women’s Organizations of the National Educational Association to dovetail 
forces around school reform activities.30
 However, a small but growing number of black organizations continued 
to seek membership in the PTA at the local and state levels, challenging lead-
ers with how to include them given variances among state and local laws and 
practices, particularly in the South. Regional differences tended to dictate local 
practice. In Delaware black and white clubs generally worked together, while 
in Indiana and Illinois black members had limited roles in the local units. 
African American members could join, but did not typically hold leadership 
positions. In the West, given that the black population was small, there were 
very few organized black associations. Therefore, black members attended 
Congress conventions and meetings in Washington and California. The South 
was an entirely different matter; black and white clubwomen almost never 
met together. For white PTA leaders who were interested in building racial 
bridges in the South, the only appropriate way to organize black women was to 
help create segregated associations, rather than coordinate integrated clubs. To 
do otherwise would not only be inappropriate; it would risk alienating white 
members.31
 After the white PTA’s first decade, its leaders expressed an interest in forg-
ing a stronger connection with black clubwomen, so they attempted to orga-
nize them in ways the GFWC would have found challenging to its politically 
and regionally diverse membership. In 1908 the PTA endeavored to organize a 
black national parent-teacher association and gave officer Helen T. Birney, sis-
ter-in-law of Alice Birney, the charge of identifying a black clubwoman “who 
would take the initiative in forming a congress of colored mothers.” Helen 
Birney was deeply involved with both the National Congress leadership and 
the District of Columbia Congress of Mothers, having served as its president 
for eleven years. She was known among her peers as an efficient and business-
like leader. Because black club leaders distrusted the women of the NCM, 
they consequently refused the overture and stated their intention to continue 
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to work through the NACW network, explaining, “A colored woman would 
do a better job organizing the colored mothers of the country.” The effort 
was viewed as a failure by PTA leaders, since no black national organization 
resulted. However, the white PTA’s efforts did help galvanize the development 
of local-level parent-teacher associations in segregated schools since it offered 
a model for organizing the communities around the newly forming schools. 
Most of the work in segregated schools, therefore, found guidance not from 
the women of the PTA or GFWC but, as black educational and business lead-
ers had wished, through the NACW.32
 By coordinating extensive work in education at the local level, the NACW 
served a function that would later be assumed by local and state black PTA 
units and eventually the National Congress of Colored Parents and Teachers. 
From its inception in 1896, the organization had maintained a commitment to 
education and by 1904 created departments for mothers’ clubs, kindergartens, 
and domestic science. Each of the departments, twelve in all, was to carry 
out its work under an appointed leader and to support the goal of “making a 
conscientious and untiring effort for race elevation.”33 The educational work 
of the NACW in its first thirty years challenged the Social Darwinist belief 
of the turn of the twentieth century that the races progress in an evolution-
ary manner. Black clubwomen, in considering the progress of civilization as 
related to their own “perfect womanhood,” sought to show that they, too, could 
reach a higher level of civilization and, ultimately, achieve social equality with 
whites. NACW leaders and members acknowledged this common assumption 
of the times, conceding, “no people could reach perfection in sixty years,” as 
their work focused on illiterate parents, mothers who were ignorant and who 
therefore bred “criminal types,” parents without respect for law and order, 
children without proper recreation, and children who received “no aesthetic 
training.”34
 In addition to these broader interests in advancing the race, the efforts 
of local-level women’s clubs, black parent-teacher associations, and school 
improvement societies served local needs and interests. As they did so, the 
development of the NACW as a federation generally followed the same pat-
tern; women’s clubs and parent-teacher associations emerged in local settings, 
forged state units, and joined the national organization once they achieved 
a certain measure of success and stability in membership. For example, in 
Henderson, Kentucky, the Peerless Club was organized in 1904 to “help in the 
charitable, civic, and religious work of the community.” Having enjoyed many 
successes in its work, in 1908 it joined the state unit, the Kentucky Federation 
of Colored Women’s Clubs, which two years later affiliated with the NACW. 
Since the Peerless Club had carried out school improvement efforts beginning 
with its first meeting in 1904, a separate parent-teacher association grew out 
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of the work, as the Douglass Street PTA was organized formally in 1910. It 
equipped playgrounds for local schools, purchased a high school for African 
American students, and fed and clothed needy children in the community. The 
two organizations—the women’s club and the parent-teacher association—
worked together to improve the community and educational, economic, and 
social conditions for blacks. The Peerless Club president, Eugenia A. Mundy, 
reported the group’s accomplishments to the NACW: “We have contributed 
to the tuberculosis hospital, to the child health clinics, to the N.A.A.C.P., and 
to the Douglass High School Parent-Teacher Association toward the purchase 
of the first building which was used until the present year.” Another central 
interest for black leaders at this time, civic education and voting, captured the 
interest of the Douglass Street PTA, which paid for a citizenship course at the 
high school.35
 In 1916 women in Wilmington, Delaware, joined the State Federation 
of Black Women’s Clubs in order to carry out their work more efficiently. 
Through the 1920s they established schools for African American youth and, 
like clubwomen around the state, successfully lobbied for the passage of a bill 
to appropriate funding for industrial schools for girls. They also successfully 
petitioned the City Board of Education for a black nurse for the Wilmington 
Public Schools. As one club president put it, “The legislative Department is 
very active and exercises all efforts to see all bills are passed for the protection 
of women and girls in our racial group.” In the early decades of the twenti-
eth century, the Jacksonville, Florida, unit of the NACW engaged in typical 
women’s club work by establishing playgrounds, improving school plants, and 
placing nurses in the colored schools. More formal curricular endeavors also 
interested the work of local women’s clubs, including civic education, as dis-
cussed above, and homemaking and farming skills. These extensive efforts 
challenge the understanding that black schools fought against an industrial 
curriculum in favor of the liberal arts (see figure 2.2).36
 Many women’s clubs and parent-teacher associations in segregated schools 
supported homemaking and other practical curricular activities along with a 
humanistic course of study to give black youth essential skills for their health 
and survival during the lean years of the early twentieth century. In a ret-
rospective written in 1932, one member of an NACW-affiliated club noted 
that her group had been among the first to organize canning clubs among 
black citizens, that at its peak it had over 46 members, and that its president 
worked with “white friends” to enlist a “Colored County Canning Demonstra-
tor.” Securing the canning demonstrator was significant because it virtually 
ensured that the network would expand; the charge of the demonstrator was 
to organize new clubs in her region. The emphasis on homemaking and other 
practical skills supported the efforts of white philanthropists and the U.S. 
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in DeKalb County, arcadia Publishing, 1; http://www.arcadiapublishing.com)
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government. Therefore, the commitment by black clubwomen to homemaking 
education intersected with philanthropic and governmental initiatives to help 
establish home-school associations and a network of citizens and profession-
als across the South. As the NACW locals were gradually building a national 
network, homemakers’ clubs were organized with increasing frequency after 
1910, part of the growing interest in developing industrial and agricultural 
education for African Americans in rural areas.37
 Therefore, the multiple networks of black clubs and associations were not, 
during this time, very far from white intervention. Many white educational 
leaders saw the network of the NACW and other groups as means to orga-
nize segregated schools and to further the goals of agricultural education. 
In a November 1913 report, the white State Supervisor of Negro Schools for 
Kentucky, F. C. Button, noted “three matters of large import to the colored 
people” in his state to organize black education: the Kentucky Educational 
Association for Colored Teachers, the Women’s Clubs, and the government’s 
farm demonstration project. He remarked on the Educational Association’s 
growing membership and decision to permanently locate itself in Louisville, 
which offered a couple of advantages. It afforded the association reduced rail-
road rates and, since it planned to meet the same time as the white association, 
“they will be able to secure many of the best white speakers for their meetings.” 
White speakers, of course, could promote the industrial and agricultural cur-
riculum and maintain at least a modicum of oversight of the building of black 
schools. The second network, the NACW’s Kentucky branch, representing 102 
local clubs, was viewed by Button as a vehicle for education work as well. He 
reported, “I spoke to them concerning the rural schools and we shall have the 
influence, which is very large, of this Federation back of us in the work of the 
colored rural schools.”38
 Button noted correctly the significance of the third effort, the farm dem-
onstration project, that he was expected to help coordinate and report on to 
the GEB. In the 1910s the GEB disbursed funds to help support agricultural 
and horticultural training for blacks and had two benefits, according to the 
U.S. government. First, it would advantage the nation by developing farm-
ing skills among and providing food for a rural, poor population. Congress 
rationalized that the effort would “awaken . . . a more lively, immediate inter-
est in the industrial development of the country generally, and [. . .] change 
specifically the agricultural condition throughout the land.” Next, political 
and educational leaders believed it provided moral education to a popula-
tion that needed it, “so as to change and check the present alarming tendency 
towards city life and excitement.” The education of black citizens took place in 
organized groups, called Homemakers’ Clubs, which were managed by white 
educational leaders who in turn enlisted the help of black teachers. It was a 
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complex endeavor that, although it had the oversight of white educational 
leaders, was run by black educators who took ownership of the clubs and 
developed a network of school improvement associations across the South by 
the late 1910s.39
“I Esteem It a Favor to Myself and My Race”: 
The Homemakers’ Club Initiative
The GEB and its partner, the SEB, were responsible for funding the separate 
schools of the South and coordinating the implementation of a curriculum 
that emphasized industrial training for African Americans. The Rosenwald 
Schools paid for by the GEB essentially became the system of schools for 
African Americans in rural areas in the first three decades of the twentieth 
century, during what Anderson calls the “second crusade for universal com-
mon schooling,” the first being the efforts of the Reconstruction era. By 1932 
nearly five thousand Rosenwald schools had been built with white philan-
thropic money and black labor, time, and capital. Two of the GEB’s other fund-
ing initiatives, the Jeanes Supervising Industrial Teachers and Homemakers’ 
Clubs, contributed to the organization of a nascent network of local parent-
teacher associations and school improvement societies that later helped form 
the foundation for the National Congress of Colored Parents and Teachers. 
The local units of the NACW and the teachers affiliated with the National 
Association for Teachers in Colored Schools—which had a low membership 
but was spread across fifteen Southern states at the time—also contributed 
to this foundation. Therefore, the parent-teacher groups of the newly built 
schools were not completely disconnected local groups as is often portrayed 
in the scholarship, but were linked through associational alliances to existing 
voluntary networks.40
 In 1908, the General Education Board began to disburse the funds for 
the Jeanes Supervising Industrial Teachers, previously called the Negro Rural 
School Fund, which hired black educators to travel around the rural areas of 
the South, not only to enlist volunteers in building schools but also to promote 
industrial education and community involvement in the schools. Within two 
years there were 129 Jeanes teachers across thirteen Southern states, and the 
majority of them had been trained at Hampton and Tuskegee, which stressed 
industrial education. Jeanes teachers interpreted their role broadly, both as 
teachers and as community builders. As one historian put it, “No absolute 
rules were laid down for Jeanes Supervisors.” Their efforts in remote regions 
resulted in the unintended consequence of a network that promoted lay 
involvement in the newly constructed separate schools and helped rally com-
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munity members around education. Most importantly, the Jeanes teachers did 
not just call on individual parents and citizens; they worked with local teach-
ers in organizing them into home-school groups. As a result, Jeanes teachers 
honed their own leadership skills, as well as those of rural teachers and com-
munity members.41
 The GEB also strongly supported the creation of citizens’ organizations 
once it assumed responsibility for the Homemakers’ Clubs. The clubs had been 
started by the United States Department of Agriculture through the Office of 
Farmers’ Cooperative Demonstration Work around 1912. At that time the U.S. 
government initiated Homemakers’ Clubs in Kentucky and Virginia, and in 
Arkansas the following year. In 1914 the Smith-Lever Bill was passed, provid-
ing federal money for extension services and agricultural education for the 
improvement of rural life among blacks and whites. Agricultural education, 
through initiatives like Smith-Lever, in part sought to preserve the virtues of 
agrarian life in a rapidly changing industrial and social order in the early twen-
tieth century. The Smith-Lever Act, then, was additional ammunition for phil-
anthropic efforts that promoted industrial education as the most appropriate 
to prepare African Americans for a subordinate role in the Southern economy 
and society. At that time, the federal government found it expeditious to hand 
off the Homemakers’ Clubs to the GEB, since they dovetailed with the Board’s 
other projects.42
 In 1914 the GEB began to send appropriations to Southern state depart-
ments of education to hire Homemakers’ Club agents—the majority of whom 
were black women teachers—to travel around the state and establish clubs to 
teach young men, women, and their mothers farming and food preservation 
techniques. The state supervisors of Negro education acted as liaisons between 
the teachers and the GEB and oversaw the project. During the first year the 
GEB funded them, Homemakers’ Clubs formed in six states: Alabama, Arkan-
sas, Georgia, Kentucky, North Carolina, and Virginia. The clubs varied accord-
ing to region, relying on local needs to determine their foci. For example, they 
were called “corn clubs,” “canning clubs,” and “pig clubs,” depending on local 
agricultural and farming emphases. Homemakers’ Club agents received spe-
cialized training in canning and preserving foods so that they could teach 
citizens these skills. In many of the participating Southern states the agents 
attended the well-known Tuskegee summer institutes, which stressed house-
keeping, sanitation, and canning. While the club agents sometimes covered 
their own expenses for these institutes, the GEB paid their tuition in most 
instances, seeing it as a worthwhile investment.43
 Homemakers’ Clubs among the black population in the South were 
intended to extend the school day’s focus on industrial arts by offering home 
economics for girls and their mothers and agricultural education for boys. 
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The idea was similar to the vacation schools in Northern urban areas that 
occupied young people’s free time. Using the club model was an efficient 
way—according to those directing the program—to organize blacks around 
common educational goals. It also afforded a way to easily link the movement 
with other African American organizations in order to promote the model 
of industrial education. For instance, J. A. Presson, the white state supervi-
sor of Negro schools in Arkansas, directed the Jeanes teachers to exhibit the 
clubs’ wares at meetings of the National Association for Teachers in Colored 
Schools. Moreover, club work took care of the problem of how to occupy black 
children during the summer months of a too-short school year; it also enlisted 
the children’s parents in learning about agriculture. Club work emphasized 
practical education, mirroring the zeitgeist of curriculum reform in the early 
twentieth century and revealing attitudes toward the intellectual capacity of 
blacks. For six years the GEB funded Homemakers’ Clubs throughout the 
South, encouraging them to teach rural African Americans to preserve pro-
duce, raise livestock, and harvest staple crops such as corn. Club members dis-
played their products and often sold them to raise money for local schools.44
 The idea to use the Jeanes teachers as Homemakers’ Club agents was first 
proposed in 1913 by the Arkansas State Supervisor of Negro Education, Leo 
M. Favrot, as the GEB was assuming responsibility for the clubs. Favrot sub-
mitted a “Plan for Broadening the Spheres an[d] Increasing the Utility of the 
County Industrial Teacher” to the GEB in which he suggested that “Jeanes 
Fund teachers desiring to do so be made collaborators in farm demonstration, 
for the purposes of organizing boys’ and girls’ agricultural clubs.” Enlisting the 
Jeanes teachers helped the school supervisors who were overburdened with 
work responsibilities, but it also helped the teachers. Being hired as Home-
makers’ Clubs agents gave the Jeanes teachers summer employment, which 
allowed them to earn year-round salaries. In most cases it paid them for work 
they were already doing anyway, since organizing local citizens into clubs pre-
dated the initiative.45
 The Virginia State Supervisor for Negro Schools, Jackson Davis, reported 
on the vast organizing of Homemakers’ Clubs being carried out in the eastern 
part of the state. In October and November of 1912 he spent about half his 
time in the office and the rest in the field visiting, among other things, YMCA 
meetings; attending a “Colored teachers’ meeting in Ruthville”; and attend-
ing exhibits of the girls’ canning clubs in the commonwealth. He reported, 
“Most of the mothers have also taken up the work and learned to can more 
kinds of vegetables.” About fifteen mothers “testified” at the meeting that they 
had saved more canned goods than “ever before” and that they had “better 
things to eat during the winter months.”46 Revealing the challenges of his job 
in the following month’s report, Davis wrote again of his travels and explained, 
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“It was encouraging to note the progress which these schools [of Henrico 
County] have made within the last few years, but we found in two school 
communities considerable prejudice still remaining on the part of the colored 
patrons against industrial work in the schools.” At that time, given Davis’s 
many duties, he appointed Jeanes supervisor Virginia Randolph to “look after 
his Negro schools” because he did not have time to do so. The trend, in which 
Jeanes teachers were given increasing responsibility to relieve the load of state 
educational supervisors, was common among Southern states. With each new 
responsibility, the Jeanes teachers further developed their leadership and orga-
nizational skills.47
 Jackson Davis was among those white workers promoting parent-teacher 
collaboration associations and gatherings by encouraging the segregated 
schools to hold Patrons’ Day events. He reported to the GEB in 1912, “I have 
also used every effort to have Patrons’ Day, November 1st observed in the col-
ored schools. I have had very heavy correspondence and have sent out a good 
deal of literature in connection with this work. I think the day was generally 
observed with excellent results.” Arkansas’ J. A. Presson instructed his Jeanes 
teachers on how to conduct their work: “Industrial classes for both boys and 
girls should be organized in each school. . . . It is expected that the county 
industrial teacher, in cooperation with the local teacher, organize and main-
tain an active school improvement Association in connection with each school. 
Probably no better way will be found for securing the interest and cooperation 
of the patrons.” As always, the industrial education of youth involved enlisting 
parents, as white educators worked to teach entire communities the virtues of 
agricultural education through the clubs. As George Godard, the State Super-
visor of Georgia’s Negro Schools, explained to his agents, “Get the consent and 
secure the cooperation of the parents of these members. You can do very little 
without their help.”48
 Despite the emphasis on agricultural education, the Jeanes teachers 
embraced the Homemakers’ Clubs initiative. They also supported the involve-
ment of parents and citizens as a result of the values they learned at home and 
in schools; they shared strategies and ideas for doing so at the various institutes 
and meetings they attended. Jeanes supervisor Virginia Randolph explained, 
“We used labor donated by parents to make repairs and improvements on 
school buildings and grounds. I am very proud of the Home Improvement 
Societies I was able to organize.”49 Ardenah Marcus, a State Industrial Teacher 
in Georgia, did the same thing during her travels across the state each month 
as she encouraged the formation of patrons’ clubs.50 In general, the agents fol-
lowed the stated purpose of the Homemakers’ Clubs and taught African Amer-
ican girls, boys, and mothers how to preserve food, raise farm animals, and 
carry out other homemaking duties, all with the intended goal of improving 
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the quality of life for African Americans. While industrial education was gen-
erally a tough sell to black communities, this was not always the case. Black 
teachers helped develop and sustain a network of citizens interested in educa-
tion and schooling across their respective states, and they taught much-needed 
skills to the masses. Moreover, club work around agriculture lessened some of 
the class distinctions that were found in women’s club reform work because of 
the emphasis on agricultural production and sustainability for all.
 As with the rest of their reform work, the Homemakers’ Club Agents 
themselves viewed the clubs as important to racial uplift and the development 
of community. As Stephanie J. Shaw argues in her book on black professional 
women, their efforts were “not simply acts of charity[;] . . . they were a mat-
ter of developing the infrastructure of the community and community itself.” 
Even under the watchful eyes of white supervisors, the agents enacted a form 
of community-building among the counties they visited as they encouraged 
African Americans to clean up homes and schools by whitewashing and tidy-
ing them, and to work for the common good through food preservation and 
other activities. Moreover, this emphasis on cleanliness in segregated schools 
was connected to the teachers’ aims to encourage character development both 
within the school population and in the community in general. Most impor-
tantly, they did not just tell citizens what to do; they established Patrons’ Clubs 
and School Improvement Leagues and enlisted local teachers and citizens to 
lead them since they traveled throughout the year and were not always there 
to lead each meeting. In Alabama a rural supervisor explained how the Home-
makers’ Clubs were run in his region: “In some communities a local teacher 
or competent mother agreed to act as president of the club and give weekly 
lessons during the season under the general supervision of the agent. In oth-
ers, the instruction was given entirely by the agent and the club met only when 
the agent made her visits.” Therefore, an important part of community-build-
ing was the establishment of networks of citizens and professionals, linked 
through club ties and teachers’ associations.51
 The club agents displayed much ownership of the initiative, viewing it as 
an extension of their classroom work. The rural teacher thus was “teaching all 
the time.” One agent in Alabama in 1915 revealed her commitment to Home-
makers’ Clubs by claiming, “I esteem it a favor to myself and my race.” The 
enthusiasm of E. Birdie Taylor of Kentucky is evidenced through her eager-
ness to get to work, even though the club agents did not typically begin until 
mid-May: “I would like to begin the club work if possible, the first of March in 
order to have all the children well started before school is out. I would like to 
have all the members plant seed early in boxes or hot beds.” The agents trav-
eled far and wide to enlist citizens in the educational efforts of the Homemak-
ers’ Club, but as discussed above, the boundaries of this work were fluid. Lula 
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M. Thomas, an agent in Montgomery County, Alabama, reported that she had 
used two days in August of 1915 to attend Sunday school and a “Woman’s Mis-
sionary Convention.” She also traveled around the county, attending school 
improvement society meetings, discussing “school improvement work with 
them and urg[ing] them to fix up their schoolhouses.”52
 Often, as in the case of Virginia Randolph, Jeanes supervisors rose to lead-
ership positions to assist the state supervisors in overseeing the Homemakers’ 
Club agents. Medora Reed of Arkansas took on work of exhausting propor-
tions, which included organizing local home-school associations, leading can-
ning clubs, traveling vast distances, and preparing reports for the Negro School 
Supervisors. One spring, Reed spent only five days in the office preparing 
reports; the rest were spent going to meetings and demonstrations. An entry 
for mid-March notes, “As the agent in Mississippi County was new, I spent 
almost the entire week with her, trying to give the needed instructions as to 
the beginning of her work.”53 Another entry for April reveals the multifaceted 
nature of her work and the centrality of organizing community members:
This week was spent with the agent in Mississippi County. As she was new 
in the county, her work was principally organizing. We found all schools and 
communities eager for the work and even ready to begin work. The schools at 
Osceola and Holt have some equipment for a kitchen and very effective work 
can be done there. At Joiner, the clubs were organized and after an explanation 
of the work, they were very much interested in poultry. The women are very 
eager to learn to can vegetables and promise to plant to that effect. This is a 
large county, with a fine field for the work. Saturday was office day.
By 1917, even though the Homemakers’ Club initiative was not successful in 
terms of the proportion of rural blacks it enlisted, each of the Southern states 
had devoted workers like Reed, who traveled the state organizing Homemak-
ers’ Clubs and establishing a nascent network of home-school associations that 
they then left in the hands of local teachers to manage.54
 In 1917 the U.S. Congress combined Smith-Lever with a major industrial 
education initiative to form the Smith-Hughes Act, which offered federal mon-
ies to the states for vocational education. With this move, vocational education 
was planted firmly in the public schools and was funded generously by the 
federal government. As Herbert Kliebard argues, “Congress found it expedi-
ent to link the needs of industry and agriculture under the general aegis of the 
national interest.” With the passage of Smith-Hughes, funding for Homemak-
ers’ Clubs was removed from the administration of the GEB, thereby ending 
the short-lived philanthropic support for the clubs as of July 1, 1919. In 1919, 
the last year of the GEB’s support, eleven states in the South had established 
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Homemakers’ Club networks: Alabama, Arkansas, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisi-
ana, Maryland, Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, and 
Virginia. The appropriations that year ranged from a low of $1,375 for Mary-
land to a high of $7,800 for Virginia. Whereas the GEB was the sole source 
of funding for the Clubs in 1914, by 1919 appropriations were supplemented 
with other state and local funds, which was the express hope of the GEB. The 
result was less attention to the specific needs of blacks in terms of what whites 
thought of as industrial education, as Smith-Hughes broadened its scope to 
encompass the entire nation. Nonetheless, important groundwork had been 
carried out during that time in developing a network of school leaders who 
organized community members around the goals of education, racial uplift, 
and community-building. By this time, the clubs were standing on their own 
as some began to be linked to the network of black parent-teacher associations 
that were emerging in Georgia, Alabama, and elsewhere.55
 Although the Homemakers’ Clubs did not accomplish the far-reaching 
goals set for them by policymakers and the GEB, what did result was greater 
momentum around community-school organizing in segregated schools and 
an even stronger network of associations organized under the Jeanes Industrial 
Teachers, which continued until the 1960s. Since the Jeanes network remained 
intact through the middle decades of the twentieth century and Homemakers’ 
Clubs were transformed into home-school organizations, black PTA organiz-
ers had a more solid foundation on which to build. The Homemakers’ Club 
initiative, coordinated primarily by Jeanes teachers, thus can be given the 
credit for the widespread promotion and establishment of community clubs 
of various types, parent-teacher associations, and school improvement societ-
ies, and the Negro Rural Supervisors and other educational administrators 
recognized this.56
 In some instances, Jeanes teachers who worked on behalf of the Home-
makers’ Clubs went on to leadership roles in the NCCPT.57 For example, 
Annie W. Holland was hired as one of the first Homemakers’ Club agents 
in North Carolina and rapidly rose through the ranks to become a leader of 
agents. She was discharged with the duty of training agents in homemaking 
tasks and organizing community members. N. C. Newbold recognized her 
capabilities, writing, “Mrs. Holland has been visiting some of the new supervi-
sors and helping them organize and promote the Home-Makers’ Club work in 
ten counties.” Holland worked in this leadership role for the duration of the 
GEB initiative, from 1914 to 1919, and remained the highest-paid agent in the 
state. Her work as a Homemakers’ Club agent gave her leadership training that 
served her in her later role as first president and founder of the North Carolina 
Congress of Colored Parents and Teachers in 1927. Her efforts, and those of 
other Jeanes teachers, were mirrored in urban areas by clubwomen and teach-
ers who organized parent-teacher associations.58
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Organizing the National Congress of 
Colored Parents and Teachers
In the first three decades of the twentieth century, the pace of organizing 
parent-teacher associations and school improvement societies increased as 
a result of various grassroots efforts. In some instances, middle-class black 
clubwomen worked in the cities and aided rural areas and schools. In others, 
Jeanes supervising teachers organized Patrons’ and Homemakers’ clubs for the 
betterment of schools and communities, and these associations were further 
supported by white educational administrators. Through in-service work-
shops, teacher training, and membership in state education associations and 
the NACW, black teachers began to learn about similar efforts in other regions 
and discovered they were not alone in the effort to organize citizens. Thus the 
founding of the black PTA was the result of a confluence of grassroots forces 
in rural and urban areas and from black as well as white leaders.
 If the National Congress of Colored Parents and Teachers can be said to 
have originated in any one location, it would be Atlanta, under the leadership 
of clubwoman Selena Sloan Butler. Butler was educated at Spelman and active 
locally and nationally in civic and educational reform throughout the first half 
of the twentieth century. In 1897 she wrote to her alumnae magazine, The 
Spelman Messenger, and revealed her support of black advancement and edu-
cation: “study the past and current history of your race and with pride tell it to 
your pupils in the classroom or to your children as you sit around the fireside. 
If you do not do this, who will?” Butler’s associational ties were vast; she was 
a representative of the Atlanta Woman’s Club at the organizational meeting 
of the NACW, organized a chapter of the Eastern Star in Atlanta, and served 
on the board of the Phillis Wheatley Young Women’s Christian Association. 
The alumnae publication remarked on her accomplishments, “Temperance, 
health, Sunday School, and church work, free kindergarten, social purity, par-
ent-teacher clubs, in fact, every kind of movement for the betterment of her 
race [has been] worthy to receive her encouragement and aid.”59
 Married to one of Atlanta’s first black doctors, Butler had worked as a kin-
dergarten teacher before serving as preceptor at Florida State College at Tal-
lahassee. She was known by Mothers’ Congress leaders because she was one of 
the NACW members contacted by Helen Birney of the NCM in 1908 to orga-
nize a black national PTA. Butler refused their offer, having decided at that 
time to continue to work at the local level in the Atlanta area. Her resistance 
was reflective of black club leaders’ distrust of white clubwomen, inasmuch 
as it shows the suspicion of the wider black community in the South, which 
had turned increasingly inward from the 1880s to the 1920s, refusing white 
help from the networks of civil society or the federal government. Moreover, 
Butler likely considered the task too challenging at that juncture. Given that 
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the majority of African Americans in the South lived in rural areas and the 
establishment of schools and school systems were still being undertaken, But-
ler had virtually no foundation on which to build a segregated PTA. Instead, 
the networks with which Butler worked, such as the YWCA and NACW, were 
already providing the support that the Congress of Mothers would offer, but in 
black associations and with black leadership. In short, Butler and other com-
munity leaders had nothing to gain by joining the white PTA in 1908.60
 Butler and other black Atlantans were, at that time, much more focused 
on the crisis that had arisen in the city’s educational system during a time of 
racial unrest and educational inequity. At the turn of the twentieth century, 
black residents began fighting for equitable funding in education and adequate 
school facilities. Starting in 1908, with over 90 percent of them living in pov-
erty, 4,500 children were closed out of the city’s public schools. For the next 
several years, black children attended half-time, as segregated schools were 
used for double sessions. In March 1911 Butler organized a parent-teacher 
association for African Americans at the Yonge Street School, with the help 
of principal Olive Taylor, in order to rally community members around the 
issue (see figure 2.3). Taylor’s invitation to parents was well received, and at 
the first meeting they established a parent-teacher association and elected 
Butler as president. Neighbors took note of the successes of the new parent-
teacher association. For instance, a 1913 report of schools compiled by black 
settlement workers of the Atlanta Neighborhood Union found “unhealthful 
conditions existing in all of our public schools except Yonge Street School.” 
As the Yonge Street PTA continued to meet during the school year, Butler and 
her associates reached out and helped nearby Atlanta schools organize their 
own associations. Clubs spread so rapidly that by the next school year Butler 
created the Parent-Teacher Council of Atlanta to coordinate the efforts of the 
local groups.61
 Selena Butler continued to lead local efforts around the greater Atlanta 
region until 1919, when she called a statewide meeting of parent-teacher asso-
ciations. Held at the War Camp Community Center in Atlanta, the first state 
meeting drew the attention of white Georgia PTA president J. E. Andrews, 
who contributed ten dollars to the fledgling organization. Butler again was 
elected president and led the black local units in starting school libraries and 
health programs, instituting school lunches and playgrounds, and holding 
leadership workshops. She was not alone. Similar work was being carried out 
in other Southern states such as Alabama, Texas, and Delaware by a cadre of 
educated black women that mirrored the ground-up organizational develop-
ment pattern in Georgia. Grassroots organizing led to the gradual building of 
a nascent infrastructure as organizers linked their local units to regional or 
state councils with the support of established associations, such as the NACW, 
YWCA, and Urban League.62
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 As in other Southern states, there were gross inequities in funding between 
Alabama’s black and white schools. Also, while the school term in the state for 
blacks was under 100 days in the 1910s, it was 142 days for whites. Double 
taxation was a way of life for the state’s African Americans. Organized women 
worked diligently in many counties, purchasing the land for school buildings, 
often with donations that matched the GEB’s funds for Rosenwald Schools.63 
Parent-teacher organizing in the state began in Selma, Alabama, under the 
leadership of schoolteacher and clubwoman M. A. Dillard, who was a repre-
sentative of the Woman’s Mutual Improvement Club at the NACW organiza-
tional meeting convened by Josephine Ruffin in Boston in 1895. In 1914 she 
served as the president of the Alabama State Mothers’ League, which ten years 
later changed its name to the Alabama State [Black] PTA.64 The origins of the 
black PTA in Alabama reflect larger trends across the South; the association 
was driven, in large part, by educators. The State Mothers’ League—the name 
was chosen so it would not be confused with the white Alabama Congress of 
Parents and Teachers—held its inaugural meeting at State Teachers College 
in Montgomery. Dillard was elected its first president, and her energies in 
those early years were focused on getting parents interested in PTA work and 
providing the leadership training to parents and teachers necessary to sustain 
the movement. White and black educational leaders at the state level helped 
guide the new association, including J. S. Lambert, a state Rosenwald worker; 
H. Councill Trenholm, the president of Alabama State Teachers College; 
John W. Abercrombie, the state superintendent of education; and Mary Foster, 
a state supervisor. Foster operated as a field secretary for the newly formed 
organization, adding the duty without compensation to her travels around the 
state. Lambert, Trenholm, and Abercrombie were well-known political and 
educational leaders in Alabama at this time, so their involvement with the 
founding of a statewide black PTA lent visibility to the venture.65
 Black PTA organizers, however, did not always need or get the support of 
state educational administrators. In Fort Worth, Texas, schoolteacher W. S. 
Benton organized a mothers’ club in her home around 1908. Encouraged by 
local principals, she helped establish mothers’ clubs for each public school 
in Fort Worth in the 1910s; these were eventually subsumed under a city-
wide PTA council. Having been encouraged by her successes, and swept up 
in the fervor that characterized parent-teacher organizing, Benton took her 
skills on the road and organized parent-teacher associations in Dallas, Min-
eral Wells, LaRue, Clarendon, and Port Arthur, covering hundreds of miles in 
doing so. The perils of travel for African Americans during this era cannot be 
underestimated, as few hotels opened their doors to them and many railcars 
were segregated. The specter of racism added to the burden of treks into rural 
areas with underdeveloped transportation systems, as black women leaders 
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often felt humiliated when dealing with Jim Crow laws around the South. Such 
challenges continued into the twentieth century. For example, in the 1930s 
NCCPT President Sarah F. Brown faced many obstacles in her travels because 
she often journeyed at night by train in order to attend the next day’s meetings. 
Many times she was met by horse and buggy and “had to ride over the poor 
and uncomfortable roads in order to visit the organized unit or to organize 
new units.”66
 All black PTA state units began as segregated associations, with the excep-
tion of Delaware. That state, where PTA work began fairly early on, presents a 
unique case of an integrated network that later segregated itself. As discussed 
earlier in this chapter, Delaware had an active network of women’s clubs that 
did much work on behalf of education. The women’s clubs of the federated 
National Association of Colored Women started parent-teacher associations, 
since much of their work focused on education, and these associations began 
to work with the white Congress of Parents and Teachers in that state. The 
white state PTA in Delaware was officially organized in 1911, the year it joined 
the National Congress of Parents and Teachers. From the beginning, many 
of the local units were integrated, and they remained so for nearly a decade, 
after which black PTA workers began to voice their concern over their lack of 
representation with the state Board of Managers. In the 1910s the lone black 
representative was J. Graham Scott, principal of Banneker Junior High, who 
served as “first vice-president in charge of Negro activities.” As black members 
became increasingly interested in managing their own affairs, they decided 
to leave the white PTA in 1920 and create their own organization, as they 
explained it, to “work more effectively and gain better leadership experience.” 
Nonetheless, they continued to work cooperatively with the white units in the 
1920s; they were the only civic organization in the state to do so.67
 African American teachers’ organizations also helped advance the net-
work of parent-teacher associations. For example, in Henderson, Kentucky, 
the parent-teacher association of Alves Street and Douglass High Schools was 
organized in 1910 to establish playgrounds, provide books for school libraries, 
and build a new high school. During this time, the local black parent-teacher 
associations of Kentucky were welcomed at the annual meetings of the Ken-
tucky Teachers and Education Association (KT&EA) until 1917, when their 
attendance became too large and made the meetings unwieldy. Therefore, the 
KT&EA relegated nonteachers to a separate department, which consequently 
became the Kentucky [Black] PTA in 1921. Time and again black educators 
took the lead in organizing PTA units. In nearby West Virginia, Dr. W. W. 
Sanders founded a school improvement society in Premier to serve the one-
room schoolhouse he was in charge of in 1911. Three years later he became 
the first black State Supervisor of Negro Schools in the country. This position 
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afforded him the opportunity, among other things, to catalyze the creation of 
local-level parent-teacher associations around the state, which eventually cul-
minated in the founding of the West Virginia [Black] PTA in 1923. The West 
Virginia black PTA attempted to join the white PTA but was denied member-
ship, because by that time the National Congress of Parents and Teachers had 
begun the practice of not accepting into state or national membership any 
black parent-teacher associations from segregated school systems. In just two 
decades the National Congress of Parents and Teachers had reneged on its 
promise to be inclusive, thus creating the impetus for a segregated branch.68
 The pace of organizing black parent-teacher associations gained momen-
tum by the early 1920s as Selena Butler and many other black activists and 
educational leaders carried out the process of building schools and communi-
ties as they sought to reform them. Butler’s organizing of a state black parent-
teacher association drew the attention of the black community of Georgia, as 
well as the attention of the white Georgia Congress of Parents and Teachers. 
In some instances the parent-teacher association was organized before the 
school was built in order to gather resources. One local group in Mississippi 
in the early 1920s focused on their “immediate problem . . . [which] was to get 
something resembling a school.”69 Even though the black state PTA in Geor-
gia represented approximately one hundred local associations in 1923, with 
strong representation in Atlanta, it faced a crisis that it could not totally avert. 
The educational situation in Atlanta had deteriorated further, with schools 
running on triple sessions and a board of education continuing its overt dis-
crimination of African American schools and students. As the white PTA was 
growing stronger in its national influence and ability to shape schools and 
the curriculum, it was at this juncture that Butler decided to organize the 
National Congress of Colored Parents and Teachers, almost twenty years after 
she was first approached by white PTA representatives. In correspondence 
with white PTA president Margaretta Willis Reeve, Butler expressed her desire 
that they adopt the YWCA model by having separate state and local units but 
one national leadership. Reeve refused, however, and insisted on two separate 
national offices, out of fear of alienating white PTA members.70
 With the support and encouragement of white PTA leaders, as well as 
those of the National Urban League and National Association of Teachers in 
Colored Schools (NACTS), Butler issued a call to the other black state asso-
ciations to send delegates to Georgia’s sixth annual convention in 1926. Of 
these, three accepted the invitation: Alabama, Delaware, and Florida. The call 
explained that the new organization would “offer opportunities for its mem-
bers to develop their abilities to an extent not otherwise possible” and was 
endorsed by the white PTA president, A. H. Reeve, and chair of the Com-
mittee on Extension of Parent-Teacher Associations among Colored People, 
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F. W. McAllister. At the Liberty Baptist Church in Atlanta, on May 7, 1926, 
the Colored Congress was created as a segregated federation to the National 
Congress of Parents and Teachers. A long list of officers was elected, with 
representatives from the four original member states. In addition to seven vice 
presidents to handle the different departments (e.g., health, public welfare, 
home service), the NCCPT elected a historian to record the organization’s 
accomplishments.71
 In accordance with NCPT policy, a white PTA member was appointed 
to chair its “Committee of Extension among Colored People.” PTA member 
Mrs. Fred Wessels assumed the role of liaison to the NCCPT. She immediately 
surveyed the white state PTA units on the existence of and need for separate 
black PTA organizations. In her first report to the National PTA leadership 
she justified the establishment of an entirely separate federation: “Equality 
of races, is not an amalgamation of races, as so many negroes seem to think, 
therefore it is logical for them to form their own associations for the develop-
ment and progress of their race, thus becoming originators, and not merely 
imitators.” Inasmuch as NCPT leaders wanted to include black members on 
behalf of child welfare and parent education, they were not up to the challenge 
of creating an integrated association. Therefore, they helped create a separate 
and unequal organization that, at least in the beginning, depended on the 
leadership and contributions of the white association. White and black PTA 
leaders at the national level drew up bylaws outlining that a state could create 
a Colored PTA branch if it had fifteen associations with a membership of 300 
persons, thereby allowing the NCCPT to extend its network beyond the de jure 
segregation in the Southern United States.72
 However, black PTA leaders viewed the reach of the Colored Congress dif-
ferently. Selena Butler made it clear to the new members that the organization 
was only to “function in those states where separate schools for the races were 
maintained.”73 She did not want to encourage the spread of segregation else-
where:
Where there are no separate schools for the races I would not advise organiz-
ing a separate Association for Colored Patrons. There has been too much sepa-
rate working already where it was not necessary. The colored women should 
join the P.-T.A. of the school of which they are patrons and throw their best 
efforts and unselfish cooperation with the Association of the school. . . . In 
those sections where separate schools are maintained because of TRADITION, 
the Colored schools must have their own P.-T.A.’s.74
The four states—Georgia, Alabama, Delaware, and Florida—representing 
approximately 3,000 members in 300 units, were the first to join the NCCPT. 
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This was small in comparison to the white PTA, but Butler assured her coun-
terparts in the NCPT that it would not take long to establish a membership 
base.75 She was elected the organization’s first president and, referring to the 
wider reach that an affiliation with the PTA would have, explained that the 
Colored Congress would “give leadership among [its] members as well as 
develop deeper interest in the work and thereby accomplish better and larger 
results.” Butler believed her organization would unite the efforts at organiz-
ing home-school associations around the South, in which African American 
teachers and parents were working to resolve complex local problems and to 
develop individual children and the community in the process.76
 The ground-up development of the black PTA allowed for a gradual build-
ing of an institutional infrastructure that relied on the strength and leadership 
of existing African American organizations. The women’s club movement, 
Homemakers’ Club initiative, and endeavors of black teachers converged to set 
the foundation for the NCCPT. These networks could have stood on their own 
to serve segregated schools, but they did not. Not only did they link with one 
another; they affiliated with the National PTA. In the 1920s, after decades of 
working separately, Butler and other black educational and community leaders 
found it propitious to join forces with the white PTA for several reasons. Black 
educators during the early twentieth century were all too aware of racial hostil-
ity and the threat it posed to the tenuous nature of the development of schools 
and school systems for African American children. Moreover, blacks in the 
South were voiceless in improving public schooling through existing educa-
tional policies, so their influence had only indirect channels through which to 
go. By the 1920s, however, black educational and civic leaders recognized the 
growing strength and influence of the white PTA and viewed it as an indirect 
avenue for race work.77
 As the National PTA ceased to work through the NEA Department of 
School Patrons and began to develop its membership base through the 1920s, 
it assumed responsibility for aiding in the support of public schools. During 
this time its membership increased exponentially. Developing a segregated 
branch with separate national, state, and local units presented its own set of 
challenges, not the least of which was communication and the continuity of 
programs and policies. With associational ties came distrust and confusion 
over how to coordinate the efforts of a segregated federation, while difference 
and diversity allowed for a fuller extension of the Congress into communities 
that otherwise would not have access to its network and programs. Through 
the middle decades of the twentieth century, the NCPT struggled with its rela-
tionship to the NCCPT as both PTA branches worked toward the same goals 
but with different emphases.
“you CAN’T teach a child if he doesn’t come to school. He can’t come to school if he doesn’t have any shoes—he doesn’t have any clothes on 
his back.” These were the thoughts of newly trained Jeanes teacher Narvie Jor-
dan Harris, when she decided to organize a parent-teacher council in DeKalb 
County, Georgia, in 1945. After looking over the conditions of the region and 
visiting homes, she noted extreme poverty and the lack of educational oppor-
tunities as two major challenges in the lives of African Americans. First she 
tried working with parents individually, but she found it was not effective. So 
she met with her principals to form a support network for the schools in her 
purview:
So that’s when I got with my principals, and I said . . .“I would like for you to 
send [teachers], and when possible, you come.” I had principals to come [sic], 
“and we are going to work with these parents to try to improve them.” . . . My 
office was in a funeral home, upstairs. And there was a chapel as you came in 
the door. So people say that one day Mrs. Harris was having a meeting in there 
and there was a body in there the next day. But the body didn’t ever bother 
me, and I didn’t bother them, one way or the other. We would make a joke 
about it. But that is where we were headquartered and where we met. And it 
was through them that we tried to do something—well, we did. We didn’t try; 
we did.
After having initiated the parent-teacher movement in her region, in the post–
World War II years Harris went on to unite the seventeen schools for African 
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Americans in DeKalb County, twelve of which were in churches and lodge 
halls. These schools became the DeKalb County Council of Colored Parents 
and Teachers.1
 Born around 1917, Harris was raised in Atlanta, the second of seven chil-
dren of James and Anna Jordan. James Jordan was the only black man to own 
a department store in the city and he, like his wife, was active in church and 
civic organizations. In 1948 James Jordan fought for the integration of Atlanta’s 
police force. In addition to the lessons of fighting for racial equality, Harris 
recalled another important dictum her parents taught her: “Education is the 
answer. You don’t get anywhere if you are illiterate.” Along with her siblings, 
Harris attended Booker T. Washington High School—the only high school for 
blacks in Atlanta at that time—and graduated in 1934. She then majored in 
home economics with a minor in education at Clark College, where she also 
earned a master’s degree. After a short stint in the public schools of Henry and 
Calhoun counties, Narvie Harris was hired as one of the first six Jeanes teach-
ers in DeKalb County, a position she held from 1944 to 1968. It was as a Jeanes 
teacher that she led the development of a PTA network in her region (see 
figure 3.1). Harris served as Atlanta PTA district president from 1953 to 1959 
and later was elected to the office of the president of the Georgia Congress of 
Colored Parents and Teachers (1966–71), seeing the organization through its 
most crucial episode, the desegregation of the organization in that state and 
across the nation.2
 Harris was the typical black PTA leader in the South in the mid-twenti-
eth century. The majority were teachers, and many were Jeanes supervisors, 
who took it upon themselves to organize in the schools and communities in 
which they worked. They usually acquired their inclination to organize from 
their families and the education they received at historically black colleges 
and universities. Harris recalled that while at Clark she learned to acquaint 
herself with agencies that would support her work, such as the Red Cross and 
police and fire departments. As a student she was required to undertake a 
community study to meet the requirements for supervision, so she surveyed 
the health conditions at the Avondale Colored Elementary and High School 
in DeKalb. This type of training would later serve black PTA leaders such as 
Harris in their work, both by teaching them skills in community organizing 
and by helping them maintain close contact with a network of graduates. Fur-
thermore, black history and culture were emphasized at places such as Clark 
University, as racial uplift was stressed throughout the academic curriculum.3
 Harris, like some other regional PTA leaders, was not completely aware of 
the efforts to organize parent-teacher associations going on across the South 
or the founding of the National Congress of Colored Parents and Teachers. 
Therefore, the impetus to organize came not necessarily from her knowledge 
FIgure	3.1
Jeanes teacher and PTa organizer narvie harris (center) in her office above Co funeral home, 1. 
The teachers on either side of her are isoline Sherard (left) and marion wells (right). (Source: Photo 
reprinted with permission from narvie J. harris and dee Taylor, African-American Education in DeKalb 
County, arcadia Publishing, 1; http://www.arcadiapublishing.com)
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of the organization but out of necessity in the workplace and community. 
As she explained, “Now, I had been doing things [other parent-teacher asso-
ciations] did, but I told you I was not aware when I organized—I did it for 
convenience of a better education and training for my people. . . . I was in 
isolation as far as PTA was concerned.”4 Moreover, her training as a Jeanes 
teacher placed her in the center of a web of relations; workers around the 
state “would know the Jeanes supervisor if they didn’t know anybody else.” 
As Harris explains, the Jeanes supervisors were the liaisons among citizens, 
schools and groups, agencies, and organizations such as the Urban League and 
United Way. Despite Harris’s not being aware of—or paying much attention 
to—the national-level development of the PTA, the association was growing 
and expanding. However, it did not take long for Harris to rise through the 
ranks to become a well-known PTA leader in the state of Georgia.5
 Twenty years before Harris organized PTA units in her region, white PTA 
president Margaretta Willis Reeve attempted to clarify the organization’s pro-
gram to its members and to stem the tide of PTA workers overstepping their 
boundaries in school matters. Her words, that the PTA was “not a crusade 
to reform the schools. . . . [nor was it] a federation of clubs, in which each 
club develops its peculiar interest according to its fancy,” contradicted vir-
tually everything members believed about the organization. This comment 
was made in 1924, just after the organization dropped the words “Congress 
of Mothers” from its name to become the National Congress of Parents and 
Teachers, or NCPT, and ceased to be a department in the National Education 
Association. As the other women’s organizations faded into the background 
and took up work in other arenas, the NCPT took one giant step forward in 
terms of developing its organizational network and enlisting members in help-
ing support the public schools. At this juncture, Reeve tried in vain to bring 
members into line with a streamlined focus and programs, but members’ resis-
tance to these changes resulted in a stronger, more expansive organization.6
 After the Progressive era, the PTA leadership sought to distinguish itself 
from women’s organizations by defining for itself rhetorically a more sup-
portive role in public education, one that deferred to the expertise of profes-
sional educators. It instituted a bylaw—one that challenged PTA officers and 
members for years to come—that instructed members not to seek to direct the 
administration of schools or influence education policy. However, it was prac-
tically impossible to change the activities of local units and redirect women 
volunteers into other pursuits. For local-level members, the PTA offered a 
means by which they could attend to more pressing matters of school funding 
and curriculum development. Therefore, in practice, the PTA sought to strike 
a balance between directing member units to adhere to bylaws and policies 
and allowing for local concerns to determine local interests, and nowhere was 
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this more evident than in the Colored Congress branches. From the time of the 
founding of the NCCPT to World War II, local units tailored the PTA program 
to the immediate needs of communities as both branches of the organization 
grew stronger and continued to have wide appeal to different constituencies.7
 The Progressive-era school reform efforts had ended by the mid-1920s. 
However, in the decades that followed, black and white women volunteers 
took up the cause of PTA work with even greater zeal, often to the consterna-
tion of education professionals. Even though national-level PTA leaders were 
not successful in directing members away from meddling in local schools, 
they did accomplish an important feat in organizational stability: they were 
able to standardize organizing procedures and programs in order to maintain 
continuity across state and local units around the country. From the mid-
1920s until World War II, the organization focused on building a stronger 
membership base, fundraising, and shaping the school curriculum while it 
struggled to define the relationship between its black and white branches. PTA 
leaders at the state and local levels were well networked and willing to donate 
much time on behalf of the organization and education. The majority of white 
PTA leaders were married women who did not work outside the home, which 
left them time for volunteer work. Most black PTA leaders, in contrast, were 
educators who assumed PTA activities as part of their professional respon-
sibilities. What the two groups had in common was their commitment and 
multiple memberships in civic associations, and these affiliations aided them 
in their work by affording them a large measure of social capital to assist them 
in carrying out PTA activities.
 The ability of local-level PTA members to make change in education is 
evidenced in the threat they posed to school administrators, who wished to 
contain and direct their energy and activities. White PTA women challenged 
the authority of male school administrators with their ability to organize vol-
unteers, raise money for schools, and shape the school curriculum and schools 
as institutions. For white school leaders, fundraising was especially challenging 
and thus was a double-edged sword; it provided needed funds to local schools 
but threatened the emerging structures of school funding and administrative 
control in the 1920s and 1930s. In segregated schools, fundraising took on a 
greater sense of urgency because it was a necessity; without it there would be 
no schools and no books and materials. Likewise, white school administrators 
thought PTA workers too involved in curricular decisions. These tensions 
around the school curriculum were not as evident in black parent-teacher 
associations, since local units were often led by teachers.
 Black and white PTA workers, however, successfully promoted practical-
oriented developments in the curriculum, in particular the Cardinal Princi-
ples of the Committee on the Reorganization of Secondary Education (1918), 
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which emphasized health, citizenship, and the strengthening of family life. The 
PTA adopted the Cardinal Principles in 1929, which guided organizational 
programs at least until the 1960s, long after educational leaders had rejected 
them. Called life-adjustment curriculum in the 1930s and 1940s, the Cardinal 
Principles Report was the codification of the early-twentieth-century curricu-
lum shift that created tensions between proponents of the liberal arts and more 
practical courses of study, such as business math, business English, and home 
economics. While the National PTA for decades organized its program around 
the principles of life adjustment, white, middle-class PTA leaders made sure 
their own children were educated in the liberal arts. Just as the leaders of the 
NCM embraced Spencer’s functional criteria for the development of curricu-
lum, PTA leaders of the twentieth century refused to give up on the idea of 
schooling for the masses as preparation for home and family life. In contrast, 
local-level black PTA units did not make much of a distinction between liberal 
arts and the functional curriculum, since black teachers viewed both as critical 
for the future success of young African Americans.8
 From the 1920s through the mid-1940s, a tenuous relationship existed 
between the two branches of the PTA as white leaders acted in an advisory 
capacity to the black organization, reflecting an unequal balance of power. 
This imbalance was there from the start, since the creation of the black PTA 
in 1926 was aided by the white association. Adeline Wessels, chair of the 
Committee-at-Large on Extension among Colored People at the time, assisted 
founding president Selena Sloan Butler and the NCCPT as needed. Some state 
units enlisted extension workers on special committees as well. In the late 
1920s, Texas, North Carolina, Florida, South Carolina, Georgia, California, 
and Oklahoma benefited from such committees. In some cases, the Extension 
among Colored People committees prepared the bylaws for the black state 
associations, instructed them on PTA protocol, and distributed PTA literature 
to them. Even though the white association worked with the black branch, 
its work could be described as assistance from a distance. White PTA leaders 
would attend the occasional state-level meeting of the Colored Congress, or 
correspond with black leaders, but they generally did not partake in the day-
to-day work of local units in segregated schools.9
 In the two PTA branches, individual leaders had to contend with their 
racial beliefs and prejudices as each had to filter assumptions about the other 
through the association’s espoused ideals and programs. In some cases, espe-
cially at the local level in the South, whites and blacks suffered for lack of 
resources, a fact that united them despite their differences. As Narvie Harris 
observed, “we had the cooperation of the whites, way back in the forties. And 
I thought that was significant. . . . They want to eat; they want to be warm. 
They get cold. All of us want education for our children. So there was a lot of 
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commonality—even though we did not meet together, when we approached 
them, they were struggling as well as the blacks.” Yet, in terms of the state and 
national PTA leadership, in many instances the threat posed by white women 
to school leaders was, in turn, the same threat they sensed in their relationship 
with the black association. One major concern of white officers, having over-
looked the sheer necessity of fundraising, was black workers’ extensive atten-
tion to it. Until the World War II years, black parent-teacher associations and 
school improvement societies devoted almost all their energy to fundraising 
in order to get black schools much-needed buildings, supplies, transportation, 
and programs. Fundraising did not raise the issue of challenging professionals 
within black communities, because citizens and teachers were generally united 
in bringing resources and educational programs to local schools. One com-
munity member recalled that the relationship was not perfect but that parents 
and teachers were in agreement because “all they did was for the betterment 
of the children.” However, the efforts of black educators and local PTA leaders 
did often create conflict with white school boards and administrators.10
 This chapter analyzes the work of local and state units from 1924 to 1945, 
tracing organizational growth and stability through the Depression to the end 
of World War II. During these decades, the PTA emerged as a major voluntary 
organization yet struggled with its own growing pains as a segregated associa-
tion. Some confusion resulted after the Colored Congress was organized, as 
PTA leaders struggled with the place of African Americans in the organization 
and as black members and organizers sought to maintain control over the 
education of their children while reaping the benefits of membership in the 
federation. During these years, the PTA became firmly segregated, as the Col-
ored Congress made the transition to independence, for the most part, from 
white oversight and assistance. In what follows, I compare and contrast the 
work of the two PTA branches, considering the centrality of race work for the 
black association alongside the virtual silence of race in the work of the white 
PTA. In particular, both PTA branches focused primarily on fundraising and 
curricular issues in schools while developing a network of leaders to perpetu-
ate the organization and its activities. The successes they met in local schools 
and in developing a strong organizational infrastructure were not paralleled in 
the relationship between the black and white branches.
Ease, Quick Results, and Economy
Even though they were part of the same organization, the two branches of 
the PTA followed different paths to development. The white PTA, founded 
in 1897, was organized from the top down by elite society matrons; it was a 
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national organization from the start, after which state and local units were 
added. Conversely, the black PTA grew from the bottom up, beginning with 
local clubs and school improvement associations that coalesced into state 
units, after which a national leadership team was elected. Both organizations 
depended on existing networks of women’s voluntary and education profes-
sional associations for their development, and both later broke away from 
them once the PTA infrastructure was established. The membership of the 
white PTA had increased almost tenfold in a decade; in 1910 there were 20,013 
members, which grew to 189,212 in 1920. By 1926 the white PTA had units at 
the state level in all existing U.S. states, the majority of which had been formed 
between 1905 and 1923 (see figure 3.2). International affiliations were made in 
1958 with the recognition of the European Congress of Parents and Teachers 
and as late as 1991 with the Pacific Congress.
 During the mid-twentieth century, membership rose exponentially for the 
white PTA, as women flocked to join the federated parent-teacher association. 
By 1930 the NCPT had approximately 1.5 million members, which was about 
1.3 percent of the total U.S. population. The organization’s growth through the 
mid-1950s was fueled in large part by women leaders who dedicated them-
selves to lead, serve, and promote PTA policy, as well as by the public’s per-
ceived need for the institution (see figure 3.3).11
 Local-level black and white PTA meetings were remarkably similar around 
the country, owing to the association’s standardized program and policies, 
which were circulated to members through official publications. Yet, despite 
the expectation of national-level leaders that local units adhere to the frame-
work of ideas and suggestions given them, tremendous flexibility existed 
in state, regional, and local parent-teacher associations, which allowed for 
members to sustain their interest. This organizational structure—standardiza-
tion with built-in flexibility—accounted for the steady growth and longevity 
of the PTA. In a circular titled “Why Belong to the State and National?” the 
PTA leadership spelled out the benefits of the association, under the headings 
courage, safety, ease, quick results, and economy. In addition to connecting 
members at the local level to “all the most important child welfare sources in 
the country,” membership in the National PTA prevented a local unit from 
just “muddling through” by expediting their specific agenda items not only 
through the considerable organizational network but also through its cooper-
ating organizations, such as the American Legion, the Boy Scouts of America, 
and the YWCA. The importance of a well-organized array of PTA workers was 
an argument that would sustain the organization through the desegregation 
years.12
 National-level NCPT leaders scripted the start-up meetings at the local 
level with such documents as “How to Organize.” The initial gatherings were 
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to be adequately advertised to community members, and it was suggested 
that the first meeting include community singing, a short address on “Why 
a PTA,” the adoption of bylaws and nomination of officers, and, after other 
organizational business, the requisite “Social Hour” to give members a chance 
to become acquainted with one another. No detail was overlooked, even some-
thing as innocuous as singing at meetings. Community singing was defended 
by the NCPT as “the most effective means of opening a program. If well con-
ducted, it makes for a spirit of fellowship and informality, and it draws the 
audience from its little groups of two and three conversing together into a unit 
ready for group thought and action.” PTA literature was even made available 
to help guide subsequent gatherings, which included convening the executive 
and organization committees. Once local units were organized, the national 
office sent them an outline on how to run meetings, which included instruc-
tions to begin on time, how to incorporate entertainment as well as business 
matters, and the importance of ending on time. It was highly recommended, 
and therefore happened quite frequently, that each meeting end with a hospi-
tality hour during which it was suggested that members visit classrooms, view 
school exhibits, play games, and even partake in folk dancing.13
 Therefore, the typical PTA program for white and black units in the mid-
twentieth century was part social hour, part business meeting. The social hour 
became a central feature, as it was an integral part of the cultural and commu-
nity-building work of women volunteers. Meetings included a well-ordered 
lineup of singing, praying, readings by or listening to speakers, and ongo-
ing reports of committees on legislation, publicity, and membership, among 
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other matters. Tree plantings were a major feature of PTA gatherings, and 
were usually carried out annually. Since the oak tree became the official sym-
bol of the National Congress of Parents and Teachers in 1922, local and state 
units around the country planted them to honor PTA founders and to remind 
themselves and the community of their strength in numbers. Local units were 
directed to adhere to the monthly themes that covered membership, Found-
ers Day, and other elements of an educational program, all while allowing for 
local issues and needs to be addressed in the face-to-face meetings of the PTA 
forum. Therefore, the PTA meeting not only served as a social space but also 
offered a civic space within which members could share their hopes for public 
education and a better America. One of the primary organizational goals was 
to develop leaders in communities and to give them the skills and means to 
solve local problems and undertake school reform work.14
 The example of the white John’s Island, South Carolina, PTA illustrates 
the origins and early years of a developing local PTA unit. In the South, even 
though the women’s club movement lagged ten to twenty years behind the 
North, South Carolina clubwomen quickly caught up. The South Carolina 
Federation of Women’s Clubs (SCFWC) was organized in 1898, and within a 
year it had twenty-six clubs and over a thousand members. The Julian Mitch-
ell School formed the first parent-teacher association in the state in 1912, 
although, of course, women’s clubs and school improvement societies under-
taking similar work already existed. By the early 1920s the SCFWC had over 
4,000 members, and the South Carolina Congress of Parents and Teachers 
brought approximately 1,800 members into its fold at its founding meeting in 
1921. The PTA became so popular in the state that by 1932, the South Carolina 
Congress of Parents and Teachers had won an award for being second in the 
nation in percentage of membership.15
 Organized in 1924, the John’s Island PTA held its meetings the first Friday 
of every month at four o’clock in the afternoon to allow as many parents to 
attend as possible. Fourteen members attended its first gathering on March 7, 
1924. At that meeting the membership committee reported “six letters written, 
9 homes visited, resulting in securing five new members, bringing the total 
membership to date, 14.” The association agreed to discuss training for par-
ents and health matters at its next meeting. So, at its next meeting the County 
Nurse spoke on “The Dangers of Disease Lurking in the Common Drinking 
Cup.” Within a short time, the John’s Island PTA began to hold fundraisers to 
support the local school. One such fundraiser was the idea of paying for “half 
a piano” if the school would pay for the other half and holding a recital to raise 
money for its purse. School and PTA ended up sharing the cost of the piano, 
which the association used for entertainment at its meetings and rented out 
for community events to raise additional money.16
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 Another early task that the John’s Island PTA members took on was enlist-
ing a committee of men who would help locate a Scout master to lead a Boy 
Scout troop at the school. Not only was this a need perceived by the com-
munity, but it was not uncommon for parent-teacher associations around 
the country to work closely with the Boy and Girl Scouts of America; they 
frequently enlisted local troops to become a part of their opening and clos-
ing rituals. Thus, the parent-teacher meetings became one of the main social 
events on John’s Island as it united citizens around the school calendar and 
through school and other shared activities.17 Entertainments were a central 
feature of the John’s Island PTA meetings, which helped build community 
through members’ engaging in shared activities and projects. Often, school-
children provided the entertainment by singing or putting on plays. Officers 
sought to make the duller aspects of meetings lively; for example, the John’s 
Island PTA had members responding to roll call with their favorite flower, 
vegetable, and once “by slogan.”18
 Local and state unit leaders often attended PTA-sponsored workshops—
called PTA Schools—to learn more about the organization and how to run 
meetings. Mrs. Sherman Roe of Denver, Colorado, a member of the Executive 
Board of the National PTA and a field secretary, traveled the country in the 
1920s and 1930s, teaching local leaders about PTA programs and policies. The 
classes were open to educators, parents, and anyone else interested in PTA 
work, and those attending earned certificates confirming their having partici-
pated in a National Institute. In the late 1920s Roe gave a series of workshops 
in South Carolina that were well attended. Her classes covered topics such as 
PTA history and leaders, its publications, study circles, parliamentary law, and 
the “Ethics of Money Raising.” Roe even tailored her workshop by including 
information about the origins of the South Carolina PTA.19
 Mary K. Newton, a South Carolina PTA leader who rose through the 
ranks in the 1920s, first serving as a district president, then publicity chair, 
and finally a state board member, attended Roe’s workshops and took copi-
ous notes about what she learned. Newton learned the importance of district 
meetings and district presidents—a position of “greater honor” than state vice 
president, according to Roe, who furthered the organization’s interest in hav-
ing strong leaders close to the ground. Another important lesson was recorded 
by Newton, to “adapt not adopt National standards,” revealing the flexibility 
of the federation. In addition to the role of PTA Councils (a group of asso-
ciations rather than individuals in a particular region) and the organization’s 
standing committees, Newton’s abbreviated notes recorded the importance of 
hospitality: “Hospitality necessary in these meetings. Play together. A laugh is 
worth a dollar to the box office. Never go through a hard and fast program. 
Song. Chestnut Tree.” Further advice included keeping the organizational 
meeting “snappy” and the importance of a “peppy song leader.” The National 
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PTA used these workshops to circulate its documents on the standardiza-
tion of local meetings, sharing organizational flowcharts and other items such 
as “Leadership,” “The Parent-Teacher Meeting,” “How to Organize,” and the 
“Model Parent-Teacher Meeting.” These strategies to standardize the organ-
ization’s activities and programs were successful, not only in South Carolina, 
but around the country. Circulating these and other key documents took the 
guesswork out of organizing local units and, according to PTA policy, helped 
leaders develop their skills while leading.20
 In South Carolina, as elsewhere, men appeared in the leadership ranks, but 
not to a significant degree. Overall, the PTA remained a women’s organization. 
Since the John’s Island PTA’s founding in 1924, a small fraction of its mem-
bership was male, about two or three of the total of forty regular members. 
Often at the state level, male education professors would be elected to officers’ 
positions, such as Dr. Leon Banov and Dr. Harry Clark, who served as vice 
presidents of the South Carolina Congress of Parents and Teachers in 1930. 
In a study conducted in 1934, Elmer Holbeck of Teachers College, Columbia, 
found that on average men made up 10 percent of the membership of white 
local units. In addition to being education professors, many of them were 
community and civic leaders, businessmen, and school administrators. Given 
the greater percentage of education professionals in leadership positions in the 
Colored Congress, and the emphasis on race work, men appeared in a slightly 
larger percentage.21
 At the local level, men who were not members or PTA officers were 
encouraged to participate in special “Daddy’s meetings” as guests. These meet-
ings were held infrequently, usually once a year. For example, in the case of the 
John’s Island PTA, local units recognized the importance of including men, so 
in 1927 the group decided to initiate a “Daddy’s Meeting,” at which coffee and 
sandwiches would be served. The first of the series was a success, as fathers 
“were made welcome and given seats of honor.” The women members decided 
to sing “America” instead of the PTA song, presumably because the men knew 
the lyrics. After an account of the history and work of the John’s Island PTA, 
the fathers listened to a presentation on “children and their daddies.” The 
meeting was seen as a success, so much so that they held another the following 
year, at which the school principal appealed to the fathers to “be companions 
and buddies to their sons.” Including fathers periodically in special meetings 
brought them into the fold of PTA business without handing over to them the 
work of running the association. They were available in an advisory capacity 
in limited numbers in the white PTA, which contrasts with their more regular 
presence as leaders in the Colored Congress.22
 Men’s involvement in PTA leadership reveals the partnership in education 
between laypersons and professional educators, as it was not all that uncom-
mon to find men serving as officers at the local, state, and national levels. 
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For instance, Dr. John C. Moffitt of Provo, Utah, was both superintendent of 
schools and a vice president of the National Congress of Parents and Teachers 
in 1959. Also, Dr. Kenneth E. Howe, dean of the School of Education at Uni-
versity of North Carolina at Greensboro, was also a vice president of the white 
PTA in 1965. In the black PTA, Charles W. DuVaul served as the Georgia Col-
ored Congress president from 1952 to 1954. After his term he remained with 
the NCCPT as an advisor to help train new leaders. These examples reflect 
a general acceptance—though not a preponderance—of male professionals 
in the association who served as leaders. Men also were invited speakers at 
annual conventions at both state and national levels, a trend begun by Birney 
and Hearst at the founding meeting in 1897.23
 Nonetheless, women remained the overwhelming majority of PTA leaders 
and members. Like the national level of the organization, state and local PTA 
units enlisted an energetic corps of women leaders who threw themselves 
into PTA work with great dedication and enthusiasm. Many were commu-
nity leaders who belonged to various civic associations such as the General 
Federation of Women’s Clubs, the Daughters of the American Revolution, 
and the League of Women Voters. As discussed in chapter 1, there was much 
overlap in membership in the PTA and GFWC, which continued throughout 
the twentieth century. PTA work offered white women a means to express 
their civic selves by volunteering for the betterment of the community and 
the country—as opposed to a means to further their own self-interests and 
their children’s educational advancement, as is often argued in the scholar-
ship—and also was a way to express democratic ideals through participation 
in legislation reforms and curriculum development. PTA work was virtually 
the same for black women, but with the added urgency of race work. The 
leaders of the Colored Congress, many of them teachers and school admin-
istrators, assumed the role of PTA organizing as part of their professional 
responsibilities.24
 As the white PTA grew exponentially mid-century by creating local units 
with apparent ease, the black PTA toiled to establish a network to serve far-
flung local schools. Nonetheless, the NCCPT quadrupled its membership, 
growing from 3,000 in 1926 to nearly 12,000 two years later. By the mid-
1930s, despite the report by the white PTA at this time that the black PTA 
“had not grown numerically,” the NCCPT membership reached 45,000, rep-
resenting roughly 0.05 percent of the black population in the South (see figure 
3.4). At the same time, however, the white PTA enlisted over 1 percent of 
the U.S. population in its membership, a significant accomplishment for a 
voluntary organization. Over time, the Colored Congress continued to grow 
as it gave black members a civic space for electing leaders, debating educa-
tional matters, and exercising rights denied them by white school boards and 
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administrators. Thus, membership offered black citizens a “surrogate political 
role,” in which they could hone leadership skills that would serve them in civil 
society.25
 The absence of a fully established black PTA network, however, was not 
an indication that collaborative parent-teacher work at the local level was not 
being undertaken. Many local associations were organized very much like 
the ones Narvie Harris coordinated in DeKalb County, Georgia, out of an 
educator’s desire to more effectively teach and improve the lives of her stu-
dents, their parents, and the community at large. A critical component to her 
success was spreading home-school groups elsewhere, as Harris gave advice 
to other teachers on how to start parent-teacher associations. She told one 
interested organizer, “Well, Honey, you do the same thing I did. . . . There’s 
a handbook that the National put out, and it has everything in there what to 
do.” As more and more local units were established, they became increasingly 
invested in the work of supporting schools and the NCCPT program which, 
like the NCPT program, was flexible enough to allow for activities that served 
particular community interests. In the early 1920s, the NCPT’s Special Com-
mittee on Colored Parent-Teacher Associations encouraged black citizens to 
“organize their own Parent-Teacher Associations if possible” according to local 
traditions and needs. In the early years, communication was uneven across 
the various levels of organization as black teachers and principals had to face 
racism, prejudice, and separate and unequal facilities on a daily basis. As one 
NCCPT worker explained, “Problems of illiteracy and segregation, together 
with the denial of basic rights to Negroes, made difficult the job of establishing 
an effective, ongoing national-to-state-to-local unit program.”26
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 Even though white PTA leaders attempted to establish a separate organ-
ization for black members, the founding of the NCCPT in 1926 presented 
logistical and structural challenges to the organization. Immediately after the 
founding meeting of the black PTA, the NCPT created the Committee on 
Extension Work among Colored People and appointed white PTA worker 
Adeline Wessels its chair. To prepare for her new role, Wessels collected data 
on the status of African Americans in the PTA to “give the newly appointed 
members of this committee an idea of the work that has already been accom-
plished.” Wessels found that even though black members were welcome in 
PTA units outside the Southeast, few held officer positions or other leadership 
roles. One of the main questions facing the organization’s leaders at this junc-
ture was whether existing black members should be “retired” from the NCPT, 
as Wessels put it, and encouraged to join the newly formed National Congress 
of Colored Parents and Teachers. Wessels deferred to the white Board of Man-
agers, which debated at its September 1926 meeting the suggestion that state 
units “neither solicit nor admit members who are eligible to membership” in 
the NCCPT. With no way to resolve the issue, the NCPT deferred to indi-
vidual state units to handle the matter on a case-by-case basis: “Where schools 
have an attendance of both white and colored members, it is suggested that a 
friendly spirit be retained between the races, each state branch deciding for 
itself the advisability of organizing separate colored associations, and colored 
state branches.”27
 Wessels thereby established a structure by which each state president 
would appoint five members to serve on a statewide extension committee 
to aid Colored Congress units. She drew up parameters for organizing state 
branches of the NCCPT that required ten associations with a minimum mem-
bership of 300, and all state and local units were directed to follow the NCPT 
constitution and bylaws. Keeping in line with PTA practice of collaborating 
with other organizations, Wessels suggested that the NCCPT join forces with 
American Child Health Association and Home Demonstration Agents and 
County Nurses. The Colored Congress experienced growing pains during 
these early years as it became part of the federation. An early incident result-
ing from confusion over who qualified as a delegate at its fifth annual meet-
ing prompted Wessels and her committee to draft a grievance policy for the 
NCCPT. It required Colored Congress units to bring their disagreements to 
the NCPT, which in turn would be handled by the Committee on Extension 
Work among Colored People. The Committee also added, however, that the 
NCCPT should “settle all disagreements within its ranks, the responsibility of 
our advisors being merely advisory.”28
 As the newly elected president of the NCCPT, Selena Butler was deliberate 
about organizing her association according to the guidelines of the NCPT. She 
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was well versed in PTA bylaws, since the black parent-teacher organizations 
had for years worked under the guidance of white units. One of Butler’s first 
tasks was to circulate literature that promoted and disseminated organiza-
tional policy and activities in an effort to educate black PTA leaders on the 
expectations of the NCPT. Colored Congress officers at the local level were 
instructed to obtain a copy of the leaflet Reasons and Objects for information 
on how to organize and sustain an association. Butler urged her growing list of 
workers to meet with school principals, church pastors, and other influential 
individuals in the communities in which they resided. In addition to relying 
on the white PTA for assistance, she preferred to work with the organizations 
she knew best in establishing the NCCPT: the Urban League and the National 
Association for Teachers in Colored Schools. These organizations, rather than 
the American Child Health Association and Home Demonstration Agents and 
County Nurses, as suggested by Wessels, would view the NCCPT on equal 
footing. Both groups had supported the fledgling organization in the early 
years, helping to establish the state units of the NCCPT. Butler encouraged 
local units to follow closely the directions for organizing “in order to keep 
the work standardized,” and she encouraged black PTA workers to hold their 
meetings in the schools so that “parents could become acquainted with teach-
ers and their work.” In those states that did not have a recognized (i.e., dues-
paying) state congress unit, local units were instructed to work directly with 
the national leadership of the Colored Congress.29
 Getting the organizational infrastructure and leaders in place was a chal-
lenge for which the NCCPT had to rely on existing networks. The white PTA 
was available on request, but was not too intrusive. A year after the black 
PTA was founded, its officers wished to hold an annual convention but knew 
they did not have enough members, and hence delegates, to secure reduced 
railroad and meeting hall rates. Therefore, Butler contacted C. J. Calloway, 
the Executive Secretary of the National Association of Teachers in Colored 
Schools (NATCS), for help. She asked whether it were possible for the NCCPT 
to hold its convention two days prior to the NATCS meeting in Nashville in 
order to benefit from the reduced rates, and her request was granted. However, 
another problem remained. There was no Nashville branch of the Colored 
Congress to issue an invitation to hold a convention, a requirement of PTA 
bylaws. So again Butler made use of another network. She contacted Adeline 
Wessels, chair of extension work of the white PTA, who in turn contacted the 
white Tennessee PTA president, Mrs. Herman Ferger. The board of managers 
of the white Tennessee group unanimously extended the invitation, and black 
school leaders and clubwomen in Nashville lent their support to the gather-
ing by helping to organize the program and handle the logistics of the meet-
ing. The president of the Nashville Association of Colored Women’s Clubs 
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worked with the Nashville PTA leaders to help coordinate the meeting, and 
some white PTA officers attended what was considered the first convention of 
the NCCPT.30
 Foreseeing that her organization would struggle in years to come with 
building its membership and financial base, Butler encouraged those attend-
ing the convention not only to carry out the work of the black PTA according 
to its ideals, but to do so “in cooperation with other agencies.” The first con-
vention subsequently prompted the organizing of black state units, which were 
added to the original four of Alabama, Georgia, Florida, and Delaware. For 
example, Tennessee was organized in 1928, a result of the NCCPT’s gathering 
in Nashville the previous year. White and black PTA leaders, along with school 
leaders and members of the Tennessee Interracial Commission, organized the 
Tennessee Colored Congress with a membership of fifteen local units and 
532 dues-paying members. Butler worked with Missouri’s white PTA presi-
dent, Mrs. W. A. Masters, to organize a segregated unit there the same year, 
similar to the manner in which the Tennessee unit was created. Missouri, like 
Tennessee, was organized by Butler and the white state PTA president, Mrs. 
W. A. Masters. Some states, such as Illinois, California, and Ohio, did not have 
the minimum number of members and associations to join the NCCPT, so 
they did not form Colored Congress branches. Those that did, such as New 
Mexico, Kansas, and Oklahoma, formed state units because of local interest, 
even though they did not practice de jure segregation in those states.31
 Butler, like many black community activists in the South at this time, 
viewed her office as working not only for African Americans but also in sup-
port of interracial work, something the white association did not explicitly 
claim as part of its agenda. Michael Fultz argues that black teachers were often 
called upon to “serve as interracial diplomats and to work at developing sup-
port for their schools among influential whites.” After the 1920s the white PTA 
no longer espoused Progressive-era ideals about uniting women across racial 
lines. That work was carried on separately and became part of the mission 
of the black PTA. Selena Butler was both spokesperson for her race at such 
events as the 1930 White House Conference on the “negro mother,” and an 
attendee at the 1931 meeting of the Committee on Interracial Cooperation 
in Atlanta, Georgia. Butler maintained that the NCCPT was “a fine channel 
through which effective interracial work could be carried on.” Therefore, the 
black PTA negotiated across the gap between home and school, and between 
black and white citizens. By 1930, Butler had conceded on the point that sepa-
rate Colored Congress units could be established in those states without legal 
segregation (see figure 3.5).32
 Over time, other voluntary associations and governmental agencies con-
tinued to support the work of the Colored Congress. In the early 1930s the 
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National Kindergarten Association donated literature to and advised the black 
PTA on establishing kindergartens in segregated schools, and the National 
Urban League guided the organization on vocational education. During the 
Depression the white PTA in the South helped out materially. As one black 
PTA historian explained, “Letters also came to the [black] national office telling 
of the help and cooperation that the local units were receiving from the white 
parent-teacher workers—help and cooperation in the form of food and used 
clothing and aid in contacting welfare agencies. Such reports were encouraging 
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to black national officers, making the load lighter.” Each of the Southern states 
had an advisory committee—as required by the white PTA—that was com-
posed of white and black members. The purpose was to aid NCCPT units and 
serve as a forum for concerns. However, the committees’ work was hierarchi-
cal rather than mutually supportive, and typically involved white members 
giving literature to black clubs and answering questions on protocol and policy 
as needed. Face-to-face meetings to discuss matters of common concern never 
materialized.34
 Both black and white branches were invited to the White House Confer-
ences on Child and Health Protection held each year. In large part, the access 
to a national forum and leading national policymakers was a major reason the 
NCCPT was formed as a segregated branch of the white association. Having 
the ear of American presidents and visibility on a national stage was impor-
tant to black PTA leaders, who wished to have a platform for the discussion 
of racial equality. In 1931 Herbert Hoover wrote to Selena Sloan Butler, “The 
annual convention of the National Congress of Colored Parents and Teach-
ers . . . brings to this city representatives of a very important movement in the 
improvement of children of the race. . . . I am interested to note that the pro-
gram of your convention stresses the children’s charter as a challenge to better 
standards of child care and protection.”35
 Five years after it had been organized, the NCCPT had established, with 
the assistance of white PTA leaders, a network of state and local units across 
the American South and beyond, with only New Mexico and the District of 
Columbia creating Colored Congress units later, after 1932 (see figure 3.5). Its 
membership stood at approximately 15,000, which was not particularly strong 
but was representative of teachers, community members, and other commu-
nity leaders. This growth and stability prompted NCPT officers to reassess the 
nature of the relationship between the two PTA branches. The NCPT’s Execu-
tive Committee “agreed that the growth and strength of the Colored Con-
gress made desirable a new type of cooperation,” and handily abolished the 
extension committee to coordinate the efforts of the NCCPT. Thus, Adeline 
Wessels’s ties to the Colored Congress were severed. She wrote Butler, “Please 
do not forget, although I will not be your National Advisor any longer, I am 
always ready to talk things over with you, if you wish, and to help in any way 
you may wish me to.” Wessels also commended Butler for her work meeting 
the needs of “your people.”36
 Butler had moved on as well, and although she was no longer NCCPT 
president, she remained affiliated with the organization to ensure continuity 
and training in leadership. Butler continued to allow her home to serve as the 
organization’s headquarters through the 1930s. Mary W. Blocker of Florida, 
Butler’s successor as NCCPT president, believed the organization should stand 
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on its own under her leadership, so she attempted to negotiate a new relation-
ship with the NCPT. In 1931 she announced, “The time has come to try our 
own wings.” However, despite the desire of NCCPT leaders to stand on their 
own, little had changed in terms of their relationship, other than the termina-
tion of the extension committee. In its place a Committee on Cooperation 
with the Colored Congress was formed in which white state presidents and 
other interested parties assumed the role of guiding and advising the black 
PTA. Mrs. Charles Center, the chair of the committee, attended the NCCPT’s 
annual meeting in 1936 and found the Colored Congress still struggling: “In 
hearing their reports we found the most urgent need for a simplified pro-
gram material and a simplified outline for a health program.” Both congresses 
found the committee beneficial; the white PTA continued to monitor the black 
PTA’s program and development, and the black organization became stronger 
through the support materials and advice as it continued to work toward a 
racial understanding.37
 Building a separate PTA was a challenge through the 1930s, even though 
it had established practically all Southern state-level offices by 1932. As local 
PTA units were being organized during the Depression years, it was difficult 
to enlist them all in state and national membership. Many African Ameri-
can units remained independent of the federation because they would rather 
donate money to local schools than pay dues to a national association, the 
benefits of which were not immediately apparent. The distribution of PTA 
materials by white fieldworkers to local black associations was intended to 
build the membership base, and was intended only for members of the federa-
tion, or dues-paying members. However, since some unaffiliated associations 
were receiving the materials, the white PTA began the practice of distributing 
materials only to the NCCPT office, for dissemination to local units. This 
helped solidify the national level’s role as a home base and clearinghouse of 
materials for segregated state and local units and took some of the control, or 
direct contact with black local units, away from the national and state leader-
ship of the white PTA.38
 Despite the challenges of building the NCCPT through the Depression 
years, by 1940 its membership reached into the tens of thousands, marking 
a transition to greater independence. Its membership base and network were 
now strong enough to sustain national and statewide meetings and undertake 
school improvement work on a wider scale. In 1942 the black PTA had the most 
state affiliates of its forty-four-year run: twenty associations, which included 
Washington, DC, and the Virgin Islands. It began to hold its own meetings 
separate from the American Teachers’ Association—formerly the National 
Association of Teachers in Colored Schools—because it now had enough 
members to secure reduced travel and conference rates. The two associations 
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did not stop working together, however; in 1954 the headquarters for the 
Georgia Teachers and Education Association furnished space for the offices of 
the Georgia Congress of Colored Parents and Teachers.39
 The growth of local units began to increase by the 1940s, during the 
time Narvie Harris was organizing parent-teacher associations in Georgia. 
For example, a 1940 study of the Alabama Congress of Colored Parents and 
Teachers revealed that roughly one-third of the state’s segregated schools had 
organized local units and noted that there were more that were unaffiliated 
with the federation, bringing that number even higher. Of the state’s approxi-
mately 2,300 rural and 100 urban schools, there were 846 local associations 
that year. The majority of these associations, of course, were in rural settings, 
having been organized by the Jeanes teachers’ network. The Jeanes teachers 
of Alabama distributed PTA publications to local units at the opening of the 
school year, which included “year-round programs recommended by the vice-
presidents in charge of organization, extension, welfare, education, home ser-
vice, and health activities.” Black local associations employed the strategies 
mentioned in the publications to build their membership base, of which serv-
ing refreshments, holding attendance contests, and hosting social hours were 
“the most popular and effective.” Nonetheless, it remained a challenge to get 
rural Alabamans to PTA meetings. Several reasons accounted for this, such 
as the great distance parents had to travel, as well as work and other family 
obligations. Many mothers revealed that they could not attend PTA meetings 
because of domestic service duties.40
 At this time, black associations adapted another staple of the PTA program, 
Founders’ Day, with one distinct difference. Many local black PTA units cele-
brated only the founding of the Colored Congress and honored Butler and the 
other early officers. When white PTA leaders at the national level learned that 
black local units were celebrating only the founding of the NCCPT, they cited 
PTA bylaws and instructed them to celebrate also the Congress of Mothers 
conveners, Birney and Hearst. While the local units of the Colored Congress 
began to include the white PTA founders in its celebrations, no suggestion 
was made to local white PTA units around the country to also celebrate the 
founding of the Colored Congress. The white PTA found itself with a new 
challenge: to ensure that the black association honored the founders of the 
National PTA.41
 In addition to abiding by the program and policies of the white PTA, the 
black PTA was able to craft its own agenda. Black leaders argued that because 
of their particular race needs, their PTA program and interests were neces-
sarily “broad and complex” as they kept members abreast of the organiza-
tion’s program, activities, and officers through their publication, Our National 
Family. These needs included an emphasis on fundraising, voting and voter 
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registration, encouraging literacy, and teaching black history in the schools. 
For example, at the NCCPT’s founding convention of May 1926, one of the 
first items of business was adopting a resolution that denounced the deplor-
able train depot and railcar conditions facing black patrons. What white PTA 
workers saw as part of their own association, the freedom to allow white local 
and state units to adapt rather than adopt PTA policies according to their own 
particular interests and needs, they had difficulty accepting as part of the black 
PTA agenda. Such additions to the PTA program, such as voter registration 
drives, the centrality of fundraising, and other matters, were viewed by white 
PTA leaders as a “deviation from the standard” and a “false interpretation of 
objectives.”42
 For black citizens, the gap between home and school was much less pro-
nounced than for white PTA members, as schools were viewed as a part of 
the community and essential to racial uplift. The 1940 study found that many 
black PTA units in Alabama extended their work beyond the school. Its author 
argued, “While the association does much in connection with school prob-
lems, its unique opportunity seems to arise from those problems of an edu-
cational nature growing out of home and general community life or out of 
the relationship between these environments on the one hand and that of the 
school on the other.” Black PTA leaders such as Georgia’s Narvie Harris knew 
they could not begin to teach if basic needs were not being met. Harris felt that 
“you couldn’t separate . . . educational from personal basic needs that people 
have.” Therefore, PTA organizers reached into homes and into businesses as 
well. For example, local black units during the Depression set out to meet with 
business leaders to investigate “why they refused to employ Negroes in large 
numbers.” The national officers of the Colored Congress, challenged by the 
flexibility of the organization and the projects that local units took on, decided 
not to endorse this particular initiative. Caught between the potential of alien-
ating white PTA leaders and supporting their commitment to race work, they 
instead “urged the local units to compliment those who were responsible for 
these [job] opportunities.”43
 Mary Blocker, the NCCPT’s second president, (1931–35) who, like her 
predecessor Selena Butler, was educated at Spelman, made the needs of Afri-
can Americans in the South an explicit part of her association’s program. She 
explained to her constituents that “the race and the individuals must develop 
through their own initiative.” Blocker led the charge to place blacks on school 
boards and as assistant superintendents of education in segregated school sys-
tems to protect the interests of African Americans in the education of their 
youth, a goal that went largely unrealized. What remained central was fund-
raising, especially through the Depression years, since without a solid financial 
base the NCCPT could not continue to build schools and its membership. 
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Successors Essie D. Mack of Louisville, Kentucky (1935–39), and Mary Foster 
McDavid (1939–42) continued Blocker’s agenda of developing black com-
munity and educational leadership. PTA workshops for the Colored Con-
gress were typically hosted by local universities and coincided with in-service 
workshops that provided training for black teachers. For example, Essie Mack 
enrolled at Louisville Municipal College while at the helm of the organization 
in order to “increase her own efficiency as a leader.” Through the mid-1930s, 
the association’s leaders paid their own expenses and sought to enlist increas-
ing numbers of volunteers in leadership roles. Also during those years, despite 
admonitions to focus on educational programs, the majority of the activities of 
local black and white PTA units were fundraisers to support local schools.44
The Organization “Gives and It Receives”: 
Fundraising in the PTA
In 1928 Cornell professor of education Julian Butterworth concluded in his 
study of white NCPT units, “It is not the responsibility of the parent-teacher 
association to finance the schools.” That PTA workers spent so much of their 
time doing so was proof to him that they did not understand “the basic prin-
ciples of public school financing, as now generally accepted by progressive 
thinkers.” Butterworth’s position that volunteers’ involvement in school fund-
raising overstepped professional boundaries is reflective of school leaders dur-
ing a time of PTA organizational growth and stabilization. In the most positive 
light, parent-teacher groups in the early twentieth century helped build bridges 
between the schools, which were becoming increasingly professionalized and 
centralized, and the broader community. Butterworth himself noted that their 
“material contributions . . . have been commendable.” However, by the mid-
1920s, the ability of PTA workers to raise funds began to challenge the pro-
fessional domain of school administrators, who sought to contain and direct 
this power into projects of their own choosing. As the line of demarcation 
was becoming clearer between women volunteers and professional educators, 
white PTA women were accused of being out of touch with the latest educa-
tional developments and contributing to schools as though they were still, as 
one educator put it, “in the days of the little red schoolhouse.” PTA workers’ 
fundraising was portrayed as quaint and obsolete by Butterworth, but in truth 
these contributions, inasmuch as they continued to fund materials and the 
building of schools, challenged the newly institutionalized means of funding 
for public education. This tension was reflected in male school leaders’ com-
ments that they were concerned with the “meddling attitude” of PTA women 
and therefore preferred to work with individuals rather than groups. Generally, 
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however, male administrators struggled with the idea of which was easier to 
manage: groups of women or individual women volunteers.45
 In the 1920s and 1930s two education scholars, Julian Butterworth and 
Elmer Holbeck, commented on the white PTA’s overreliance on fundraising, 
and attempted to change this practice by parsing different aspects of PTA work 
into “acceptable” and “unacceptable” categories. That they commented at all is 
a testament to their concerns over the influence of the organization on local 
schools. In particular, they sought to make a distinction between the educa-
tional function of local units and their fundraising efforts. Elmer Holbeck of 
Teachers College, Columbia, echoed Butterworth’s claim that white women’s 
PTA work focused too heavily on purchasing school supplies and equipment, 
hosting fundraisers, and what he called engaging in “other non-educational 
activities.” Butterworth cautioned that the PTA could potentially endanger 
schools if the associations continued their policies of raising and giving money 
as they saw fit, and concluded that the energies of local white organizations 
“were directed into new and in many ways less important fields.”46
 Yet, instead of advising PTA leaders to cease all fundraising efforts, Butter-
worth suggested they continue these activities with administrators’ approval 
and guidance. He noted that his recommendation to focus on educational 
work did not “preclude the parent-teacher association from engaging in cer-
tain types of activities to finance the school more adequately.” Therefore, But-
terworth drew up parameters for raising funds under special conditions, which 
he attempted to limit to providing satisfactory facilities in the poorest school 
districts that lacked adequate tax money to cover costs. Other than that, he 
explained, “it is preferable for the parent-teacher organization to create public 
recognition of the need for better standards than to raise the money through 
its own efforts.” Additional approved activities included raising money for 
operating expenses. To Butterworth the most egregious offense was the use of 
PTA contributions to raise a teacher’s salary, because it usually contradicted 
the salary schedule of the school. White PTA workers generally complied with 
this request and, after 1930, began to hold teacher appreciation lunches and 
dinners instead of supplementing their paychecks. In other cases, the PTA 
applauded salary standardization efforts. In 1927 in Cincinnati, the PTA pub-
licly commended the superintendent of schools for creating a standardized 
salary schedule. By cautioning PTA workers against raising money for local 
schools, Holbeck articulated the fear on school leaders’ minds: that fundrais-
ing afforded PTA workers “a greater opportunity to influence policies, legisla-
tion, and educational practice.”47
 Even though many school leaders saw fundraising as beneficial, the efforts 
of both white and black parent-teacher associations were imbued with gen-
der and racial dynamics. White women volunteers’ strength in numbers 
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challenged the rising male administrative hierarchy of schools in the 1920s, 
posing a threat to the male power structure that sought to manage and control 
women through parent-teacher associations and women’s clubs. This threat 
did not originate in the 1920s; it had existed since the Mothers’ Congress was 
organized in the late 1890s, during the heyday of the women’s club move-
ment. For example, in Denver in 1897, the women of the mothers’ clubs were 
“denounced as ‘faddists’” for their support of kindergartens and nature study. 
Denver’s male school administrators were so concerned with the potential 
power of an organized group of women that they successfully forced the nearly 
4,000 members of the city’s educational union to disband by running a suc-
cessful smear campaign in the 1890s. However, in the twentieth century, as the 
PTA grew stronger as an organization, members had the benefits of training 
and a well-organized network to coordinate more expansive and successful 
fundraisers. Thus, as Holbeck observed in 1934, the “efforts of local [PTA] 
units were directed into money-raising activities and other fields which had 
no connection with the original need which had brought the organization 
into being.” Therefore, educational leaders such as Holbeck and Butterworth 
sought to make use of the network to inform volunteers about appropriate 
means to raise cash.48
 Why did black and white PTA workers spend so much time and effort 
raising money? Women volunteers, in their desire to put children and child 
welfare first, perceived many school needs to be addressed and a curriculum 
that warranted their influence. For instance, fundraisers helped build new 
schools or renovate them, purchase books and materials for schools, provide 
uniforms for sports teams, and pay for hot, nutritious lunches. Holbeck found 
that most of the money raised by PTA workers came from sponsorship of 
entertainment programs, donations, and various sales. White PTA workers 
were so dedicated to fundraising that, according to Butterworth, providing 
cash donations accounted for more than 50 percent of all activities ranked in 
his 1928 study.49
 Fundraising was a universal activity among PTA units around the United 
States, and regional differences called for a variety of needs to be addressed. 
Butterworth explained that in poorer communities there was a greater reli-
ance on PTA fundraising, “either because a reasonable tax rate does not bring 
in enough or because the citizens are more reluctant to raise funds for school 
purposes.” For example, not only did the John’s Island PTA in South Carolina 
purchase “half a piano,” which it then used as a moneymaker; it successfully 
led a campaign to install a power plant to light the school. Its Light Committee 
was formed in 1924, shortly after the association was organized. At the meet-
ing at which the idea was first proposed, members passed a hat to get the fund 
started. By 1926 the committee had convinced the County Education Board 
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to put up half the money for an electric plant to run the lights for the school, 
while the PTA agreed to raise the other half by soliciting donations from com-
munity members and businesses. In April 1927, only six months later, the 
John’s Island PTA reported that it “had a nice sum to pay toward our electric 
plant fund. Let us hope that in the near future we will be able to make the final 
payment.” By the start of the next school year they had done so.50
 Similar ventures were carried out around the country, especially in South-
ern white associations. PTA units in the three Southern states in Butterworth’s 
study, North Carolina, Texas, and Virginia, ranked the highest in providing 
money for schools. Conversely, because of Butterworth’s attempt to separate 
acceptable (educational) from unacceptable (fundraising) activities, these 
states ranked at the bottom of the study in the category “directly concerned 
with the promotion of educational objectives.” White Southern PTA women 
saw local schools as being in need of their constant support and attention. As 
a result, their voluntary efforts were political acts, as white women as a group 
challenged the authority of male school administrators more than the indi-
vidual taxpayer ever could. In large part, the influence of white PTA women 
far exceeded the power of taxpayers because the former were well organized 
and widely networked, and because they walked the line between outsider and 
insider. Not only were they connected to a major educational organization, but 
the typical association also held its meetings at the school and enjoyed a fair 
representation of teachers in its membership. As a result, male administrators 
around the South and the nation questioned whether such extensive fundrais-
ing was the best use of volunteers’ time.51
 Although the amount of time spent on fundraising activities by white 
parent-teacher associations was significant, it was far surpassed by black 
teachers and community members in the segregated schools of the South from 
the turn of the twentieth century through the 1960s. As black teachers made 
organizing local units a top priority, they, along with volunteers, believed 
that the PTA’s primary purpose was to provide for the financial needs of the 
school. Continuing to contend with double taxation well into the twentieth 
century, black citizens gave money, materials, and their time in order to build 
the schools they wanted for the children in their communities. Around the 
South, parent-teacher associations paid for the land on which new elementary 
and high schools were built. After schools were up and running, black citi-
zens continued giving in order that there would be enough money for books 
and materials, maintenance, and transportation. This “resource development,” 
Carter Julian Savage argues, was a central feature in the lives of black commu-
nity members at least until the days of desegregation.52
 Black PTA workers continued to work closely with local schools as their 
networks expanded across state lines through the Colored Congress. As the 
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organization continued to grow, the national office struggled with having 
enough money to coordinate the efforts of local and state units. Dues trick-
led in—members paid as they could—but the shortage of money was not a 
reflection of the level of commitment of PTA workers in segregated schools. 
Founding president Selena Butler expressed her concern with the heavy focus 
on fundraising while her own office suffered because of a lack of adequate 
financing. She sided with white National PTA officers when she told her con-
stituents that she feared the “real spirit of the work for children would be 
lost if the organization converted into a purely money-raising machine.” She 
cautioned delegates at the second convention in 1928 “not to make money 
the object of their parent-teacher work. Money [is] necessary to carry on the 
work but needed more [is] sympathetic cooperation between parents, teachers, 
and school authorities.” By supporting the guidelines of the majority organ-
ization, Butler echoed the sentiments of Butterworth and Holbeck that PTA 
work should not focus on fundraising, lest it detract from more legitimate 
educational purposes. However, what sustained the black PTA’s commitment 
to fundraising over time was the belief that giving had mutual benefits for 
leaders and the membership, and that it was a way to strengthen the federa-
tion. NCCPT leaders explained that the organization “gives and it receives.” It 
furnished guidance, materials, and a clearly defined program to its members, 
who in turn built the association and raised money in order to carry out its 
program.53
 Black national and state PTA officers nonetheless remained significantly 
underfunded and, therefore, had little to work with and even less to give to 
members in need. Even though the NCPT gave small cash donations to the 
black organization, its leaders were more inclined to donate publications and 
other materials to NCCPT local and state units. In its second year, the NCCPT 
main office remained without a typewriter and other office equipment. The 
executive board approved the purchase of a typewriter and, as an NCCPT his-
torian explained that “because the organization was young and without funds, 
the committee felt that the other expenses of the national office should be left 
to the discretion of the president.” This meant that Butler purchased for herself 
and her office what she needed out of her own pocket. Even though she did 
not have the same travel funds as the white PTA president, her ability to attend 
state meetings was not curtailed; she merely paid her own way.54
 In addition to traveling, Butler kept in touch with the membership through 
correspondence and the NCCPT magazine, Our National Family, which helped 
the black PTA maintain a collective consciousness. In its pages were shared the 
activities of local units, the expectations of national and state leaders, and the 
history of the organization in each February issue, during the time of Founders’ 
Day celebrations. By establishing its own means of print communication in the 
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late 1930s, the NCCPT took another step in standing firmly on its own to the 
extent that it could. The journal was free for members until later that decade, 
when leaders decided it would sell subscriptions to raise money. Unlike the 
white PTA, which enjoyed financial solvency courtesy of an endowment fund 
established in the early 1900s by its second president, Hannah Kent Schoff, the 
black PTA struggled to secure enough funds in order to provide leadership to 
its local units through the mid-twentieth century. Yet, despite such challenges, 
the NCCPT managed to remain a viable organization, accomplishing much 
with little money, not unlike the schools it was supporting.55
 After 1930, as the NCCPT infrastructure gave black civic leaders and edu-
cators a means by which to generate greater political and moral support of PTA 
work, they also had a network to coordinate and train members in fundraising 
techniques. During these years the black PTA faced the challenge of following 
the program of the white PTA while attending to the specific material needs of 
its constituency. A 1929 report by the chair of the Extension among Colored 
People Committee, Adeline Wessels, revealed the patronizing attitude of the 
NCPT leadership toward its black counterpart on the matter of fundraising. 
Wessels expressed concern that black PTA leaders could not be trusted to fol-
low the program of the PTA: “The work done by local colored parent-teacher 
associations should be along the same lines as those pursued by our own 
parent-teacher associations and in our capacity as advisors, we should see that 
nothing detrimental to the welfare of home, school, community, and church 
be undertaken by their associations.” Wessels’s use of the word “detrimental” 
shows her belief that an emphasis on making money took away from the mis-
sion and ideals of the PTA. Such seemingly quotidian activities, such as bake 
sales, Halloween parties, popularity contests, and other moneymaking events, 
were viewed by white PTA leaders as embracing a “politically subversive char-
acter within southern society,” as black citizens gained power and control by 
raising money for education.56
 In the 1930s white PTA leaders continued to disparage the Colored Con-
gress over the very issue school administrators were criticizing them for: too 
much time spent on fundraising. Throughout the Depression years, the black 
PTA struggled to retain members, since the majority of its membership base 
was drawn from wage earners. As unemployment increased, income for the 
black PTA decreased. Therefore, the membership of the NCCPT dropped and 
“its work suffered serious setbacks,” at least at the national level. Even though 
many state units stopped holding annual conventions from 1931 to 1936, local 
parent-teacher associations continued to meet whether dues were paid or not. 
A study conducted in 1938 of the black PTA units in Alabama found that not 
only were local units still meeting and conducting PTA business, but there was 
an overwhelming commitment to fundraising. In fact, it was the most popular 
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activity, followed by scheduling speakers to appear at meetings. Of the 184 
local units surveyed by white University of Chicago graduate student Bishop 
Montgomery, “money raising efforts” was the topic most often reported in 
meeting minutes. However, Montgomery failed to take into account “sundry 
contests,” which she reported as a separate category; their inclusion would 
have made her calculations even higher for fundraising. Contests were often, 
if not always, fundraisers for black local PTA units. Other items of business did 
not appear with as much frequency, such as musical programs (30 references), 
open forums (16 references), and study courses (14 references), which were 
the educational activities promoted by Butterworth and Holbeck.57
 Even though the main purpose of fundraising in the early twentieth cen-
tury was to create schools, either by building them or purchasing existing 
structures, black PTA units continued to hold fundraisers long after schools 
were built. For NCCPT units in Alabama during the school year 1938–39, 
after dues were paid to the state and national units, funds were used to supple-
ment teachers’ salaries, maintain school buildings and grounds, and purchase 
school equipment and supplies. In addition to providing nutritious lunches 
and paying for books and other school materials, black parent-teacher asso-
ciations collected, repaired, and distributed clothing to schoolchildren and 
provided eyeglasses and medical examinations for children. Like the white 
PTA, the black PTA noted the low salaries paid to teachers and sought to 
“upgrade teaching salaries and to recruit persons for teaching careers.” How-
ever, because of the relative absence of friction between black principals and 
the PTA members of a community, contributions to supplement teachers’ sala-
ries were often welcomed. PTA members also collaborated with school princi-
pals on other spending decisions. Thus the NCCPT contributed as it could to 
the salary equalization drives, though it may have undercut the endeavor by 
contributing voluntarily and unevenly, while not working to make the salary 
increases permanent and part of school districts’ salary schedules.58
 Also, once lower schools were built, school-community groups focused 
on securing high schools (see figure 3.6). In Mississippi, local PTA units built 
the first black high school in the state in the 1940s in DeKalb County and 
later built one in Scott County. Following this, it financed lunch programs and 
bought uniforms for the school band. In Caswell County, North Carolina, the 
parent-teacher association approached State Supervisor of Negro Education, 
N. C. Newbold, in 1938 to lobby for a high school. Newbold agreed, even 
though the high school was not built for another thirteen years. Since white 
administrators and boards of education often required black citizens to come 
up with matching funds, it sometimes held up the process of building a school, 
as in the case of Caswell County.59
 Narvie Harris used a variety of approaches to raise money and to get the 
resources she needed for the schools in her purview. She networked with 
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parents and other agencies to coordinate donations of much-needed items, 
often being directed by white supervisors to raise the money herself. She 
explained that in the 1940s she “had invited Mr. Nelson [Superintendent of 
DeKalb County Schools] to one of our county-wide [PTA] meetings at Avon-
dale, and among the things the teachers asked, you know: ‘Can we get some 
construction paper; can we get some pencils and tablets,’ et cetera—and he said 
to them that day that [we would] if we raised the money. . . . [T]his was the 
thing in the South, you raised the money—when I was teaching, we would get 
peanuts from the children and then have a carnival and sell them to them.”60
 As with white PTA units, sometimes the money raised by black organiza-
tions was used to prepare the next generation of teachers and community 
leaders. The black PTA of Alabama, like other state units, had autonomy in 
developing and awarding college scholarships. The Alabama Colored Con-
gress of Parents and Teachers gave three full scholarships at its annual meeting 
to the top high school students in the state to attend teachers’ colleges. How-
ever, its leaders wanted to give more but could not, given the lack of funds, so it 
successfully encouraged other civic, social, and fraternal associations to award 
scholarships as well. Full scholarships were rare, though. In the 1930s the 
Maryland Congress of Colored Parents and Teachers awarded what it called 
FIgure	3.6
groundbreaking for a new high school in georgia, n.d. avondale elementary and high School PTa 
President gussie brown is second from left, holding the shovel. (Source: Photo reprinted with per-
mission from narvie J. harris and dee Taylor, African-American Education in DeKalb County, arcadia 
Publishing, 1; http://www.arcadiapublishing.com)
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“senatorial scholarships” to supplement the tuition for high school students 
who wanted to attend Maryland colleges, and in the 1940s Arkansas began to 
give $100 scholarships to students entering colleges in that state. At least as 
late as 1961, the South Carolina Colored Congress awarded two scholarships a 
year. Another common way for black PTA units to help students get to college 
from the 1930s to the 1950s was to create student loan funds, in which stu-
dents were charged low interest rates; Texas had such a fund, as did Maryland. 
In the late 1930s Maryland initiated an annual scholarship loan fund, which 
lasted into the 1960s.61
 In her survey of principals and PTA officers on the seven aims of the Ala-
bama Colored PTA, Montgomery found virtual unanimity around promoting 
the welfare of children, uniting home and school, and helping citizens better 
understand the workings of public education. Like white PTA workers and 
white school leaders, black PTA workers and black administrators differed in 
their opinions on the centrality of fundraising to support local schools. Black 
principals were much more supportive than black PTA officers of these activi-
ties, whereas white school leaders tended to be less supportive of fundraising 
than white PTA officers. As the leaders of segregated schools, black principals 
knew their successes depended on the money that could be raised by the PTA 
network. In Vanessa Siddle Walker’s study, when Principal Dillard decided he 
wanted a regional high school to be built for the people of Caswell County, 
he invited the parents and patrons of the Yanceyville PTA to school meetings 
and then, in 1933, enlisted them in the effort. He needed their advocacy with 
the state board of education to get the school built. After the PTA was told the 
funding would be approved if enough students could be found, the parents 
canvassed the county. The Yanceyville PTA saw the school through to comple-
tion, and even as late as 1952 it continued to support the school, supplying 
Venetian blinds worth over three thousand dollars.62
 White PTA leaders remained critical of the fundraising activities of black 
units, in large part because they were concerned that it would lead to gambling 
or other immoral acts, and they could never have the organization associ-
ated with such unseemly activities. As Montgomery observed, “This unusual 
emphasis on money raising, despite its justification on other grounds, may 
divert the attention of parents from the main purposes of the parent-teacher 
organization. One favorable aspect of these financial efforts, however, is 
revealed in the fact that associations have not resorted to gambling, raffling, 
and other forms of entertainment detrimental to character building in com-
munities.” This assertion echoes Adeline Wessels’s concerns of a decade earlier, 
that black PTA units potentially might initiate money-raising activities that 
were illegal or immoral, reflecting racist beliefs about black citizens’ inability 
to manage their finances and channel fundraising efforts in proper, acceptable 
ways.63
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 Such attitudes about black PTA fundraisers continued into the 1950s, 
when a similar study conducted by Marguerite Taylor, a white PTA officer 
at the state level in Missouri, argued virtually the same points. Taylor sur-
veyed the 75 local units in elementary and high schools—representing roughly 
3,400 members—of the Missouri Colored Congress for her master’s thesis. 
Taylor’s objective was to “propose or recommend ways or means of improving 
the programs of the Colored Parent-Teacher Association.” She examined the 
activities of these local units and compared them to the approved activities 
of the white PTA, noting in her conclusions that activities deemed secondary 
by the white PTA were quite primary for black units, especially fundraising. 
Taylor, like other white PTA leaders, overlooked the necessity of fundraising 
activities for segregated schools and concluded, “Although entertainments and 
money making devices often contribute valuable and legitimate services to the 
school and the community, care [should be] exercised to keep such activities 
in proper relationship to the real purpose for which the organization is struc-
tured—the welfare of children.”64
 Sometimes, however, fundraising and the welfare of children intersected 
in ways other than monetary contributions to local schools, which was some-
thing Taylor had overlooked. In 1951 the officers of the Missouri Congress 
of Colored Parents and Teachers learned that the Missouri State Department 
of Education was about to organize a Citizens’ Commission for the Study of 
Education to examine the scope, content, and quality of educational programs 
in the state. Infuriated that none of their members was “allowed active repre-
sentation on the Commission,” they decided to conduct their own study of the 
“inequalities of facilities and services” for black children, which they would 
submit to the State Commissioner of Education. Similar studies were taken up 
around the South to protest unequal conditions with increasing frequency in 
the late 1940s and early 1950s and were often initiated by whites who wanted 
to maintain segregation. Overcrowding and inadequate facilities were typical 
findings that resulted, and they were published in Our National Family so 
that all NCCPT members could be aware of the results. By 1952 the Missouri 
Colored Congress began to spread the word to other state congresses in the 
federation, arguing that “the elimination of bad community influences and 
conditions as well as the removal of unequal educational opportunities in all 
school districts are the responsibility of the [PTA] Council.” This effort shaped 
its platform in its sunset years, as the Missouri Colored Congress became more 
outspoken about unequal educational opportunities for children in the state. 
In 1952 it launched its “Pennies for Opportunity” project, which had the goal 
of funding the statewide study of “educational opportunities available to Negro 
children.”65
 Raising enough money at local, state, and national levels of the organi-
zation remained a constant concern for black PTA leaders through the middle 
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decades of the twentieth century. One NCCPT historian summarized years of 
financial struggle, challenging its focus on raising money for its operations:
The question of finance has long been a problem for the National [Colored] 
Congress as well as for its state branches and local units. As is often the case 
with budding organizations, many local units were prone to borrow too much 
time from their programs for children for fund-raising projects. Little of the 
money they raised, however, was converted into parent-teacher dues and often 
the expense of carrying out the work of the Congress exceeded the dues for-
warded to the national treasury by the state congresses. Some local units, too, 
were poor and needed to look to the National Congress for aid, financial and 
otherwise, which it was not in a position to give. If the Congress had been bet-
ter financed it could have given more attention to the needy areas.
Nonetheless, the black PTA carried out its work as many needy communi-
ties benefited from its leaders’ and members’ efforts in supporting education 
for African American children in underfunded schools. White PTA workers 
continued fundraising as a main activity at least through the 1950s, when the 
organization decided that its role in schools and communities had to change 
once and for all, and it shed the emphasis on raising cash. While fundraising 
certainly was central to the work of black and white local-level units from 
the mid-1920s through the 1940s and beyond, other educational concerns 
were shared by the various levels of leadership. In particular, a major area of 
concern for black and white parent-teacher associations was the school cur-
riculum.66
“Offerings That Are More Functional”: 
The PTA and the School Curriculum
Despite Margaretta Willis Reeve’s public pronouncement that the PTA was not 
a crusade to reform the schools, the organization had been doing just that, and 
continued to do so through the mid-twentieth century. The most significant 
contribution the PTA and other women’s clubs made to the school curricu-
lum during the Progressive era was initiating curriculum innovations—such 
as kindergartens, vacation schools, school lunches, and vocational education 
programs—that helped to transform schools into social service institutions. 
Through the mid-twentieth century, curriculum reform continued to be as 
central to local-level PTA work as fundraising, even though members were 
cautioned to defer to the expertise of professional educators. Even Bishop 
Montgomery, who criticized the emphasis on fundraising of Alabama’s black 
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PTA units, noticed “quite clearly that the activities of the organization are not 
devoted exclusively to the matter of raising money for school buildings and 
equipment.” She was referring to the many citizenship and character-build-
ing clubs the Alabama Colored Congress coordinated around the state. These 
clubs were not unique; they were a project commonly undertaken by black and 
white PTA units around the country.67
 By the late 1920s the National PTA took inspiration and direction from a 
major document drawn up by one of the curriculum committees of the NEA 
in the 1910s, the Cardinal Principles report. The Cardinal Principles were con-
ceptualized by the NEA’s Committee to Reorganize Secondary Education in 
1918, and they intended to rework the school curriculum around seven ideals: 
sound health, vocational effectiveness, wise use of leisure, ethical character, 
worthy home membership, mastery of the tools and techniques of learning, 
and useful citizenship. These principles emerged in the early twentieth century 
as part of a movement to prepare citizens for different yet complementary 
tasks—thus the emphasis on relevance and differentiation in the school cur-
riculum. While historians of education give credit to the Cardinal Principles 
for shaping the comprehensive high school in the early twentieth century, they 
have overlooked their wider role in elementary and secondary education and, 
in particular, their popularization by civic groups such as the PTA. Having lost 
the battle to reform the school curriculum around parenting and childrearing 
in the 1910s, and agreeing with professional educators that the school curricu-
lum should prepare students for life beyond school, the National PTA placed 
the Cardinal Principles at the center of its program, in large part as a result 
of the focus on worthy home membership, but also because of its valuing of 
health and character and citizenship education. In other words, what oth-
ers saw in the revised school curriculum—vocational preparation for future 
roles—NCPT and NCCPT members welcomed as an opportunity to prepare 
students to be family members and citizens, with a particular emphasis on 
their future roles as parents.68
 The Cardinal Principles anchored PTA programs and activities as the 
organization was able to further publicize them to the American citizen. In 
a series of meetings to determine what each of the principles meant for PTA 
workers and the organization, committee members discussed the meaning of 
“worthy home membership.” This aim was welcomed by PTA members who 
believed it could help members improve their family lives and work for “laws 
raising the requirements for marriage,” better housing, better building codes, 
better neighborhood parks and playgrounds, and also better municipal plan-
ning. Worthy home membership, PTA leaders hoped, was also the justifica-
tion for high school courses on homemaking and parenting. However, the 
organization’s leaders promoted the notion that such courses were to be more 
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expansive than cooking and sewing classes and should, instead, be “a broad 
study of the home and the family living in the home and their relation within 
the home and in the community.” They hoped that the courses would become 
“a highly desirable part of the program of study of every girl and boy.”69
 In 1928 the white PTA formally developed its own “Sevenfold Program 
of Home and School,” which essentially was a restatement of the Cardinal 
Principles of Education. The Sevenfold Program was promoted in PTA maga-
zines and at workshops in the late 1920s, to let members know that the “Seven 
Cardinal Principles of education [will be the] permanent platform of Parent 
Teacher work.” This revised platform guided the association’s activities at all 
levels, was reproduced in PTA publications, and provided topics at meetings 
and for speakers for decades to come. Each of the seven points was considered 
essential to a “Program of Work for a Good Citizen.” The justification for the 
Sevenfold Program was made clear by an officer of the PTA at its September 
1928 Board of Managers Meeting: “In spite of the fact that these objectives have 
been before the country for some time, great numbers of parents and teachers 
still think of education in terms so narrow that many children are denied a 
fair start in life.” However, an emphasis on vocational education was not to be 
entirely embraced by the middle-class women who served as NCPT leaders at 
the state and local levels. Even though women such as Eunice Harper Leonard 
of South Carolina promoted the Sevenfold Program, they did so mainly for 
other people’s children. While Leonard was fond of statements such as “It is 
better to be an expert blacksmith than a failure in law,” her four children were 
college-educated professionals.70
 The black PTA also, of course, put the Cardinal Principles front and cen-
ter in its program, which eventually caused it to further question the organ-
ization’s racial policies and practices. In regard to the Cardinal Principle “wise 
use of leisure time,” the NCCPT sought to give African American youth appro-
priate and wholesome recreational activities. Its leaders felt that “Negroes had 
a greater need for recreation facilities than did other groups. Because of their 
generally low financial status . . . [t]hey had few parks, community centers, 
and supervised playgrounds in their communities.” The association wanted 
municipalities to fund such wholesome endeavors as recreational dancing 
because, in part, “Municipal recreation was democratic and inclusive.” Another 
issue, health, was of critical importance to black PTA members, so it became 
one of the most central curricular issues. The NCCPT defined health as more 
than physical wellness: “it was emotional stability, a wholesome outlook on 
life, the ability to adapt one’s self to society and the environment, the capacity 
to create and enjoy happiness.” The Colored Congress of Alabama had a wide 
range of health initiatives in the late 1930s, which included the Summer and 
Pre-School Round-Ups, checkups by county nurses for preschool children, 
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vaccination of all school students, the provision for hot lunches at school, and 
special health programs such as cleanup campaigns and pictures and features 
for the schools. Montgomery, the graduate student who analyzed the Alabama 
black PTA’s program, remarked, “Recognizing that health is one of the cardi-
nal principles of education, the Alabama Branch of the National Congress of 
Colored Parents and Teachers contributes to the health program of the public 
schools.”71
 In practice, however, black PTA leaders wanted schools to include liberal 
arts, or what they called the “more traditional” courses, and even suggested 
that they replace the “offerings that are more functional.” Therefore, local units 
emphasized two seemingly disparate matters in the school curriculum: voca-
tional education and the liberal arts, including black history. NCCPT leaders, 
the majority of whom were teachers, did not distinguish between the two and 
saw both as critical to success in a democracy. Adopting the slogan “Train 
People for Jobs,” the black PTA pushed for an extensive program of vocational 
education “to prepare youth to take their places in the labor world; for the full 
development of the pupil and to continue the ideals of democracy.” Local units 
also promoted the teaching of black history. For example, in the late 1920s the 
West Virginia Congress of Colored Parents and Teachers donated books on 
black history to school libraries. The association also passed a resolution urg-
ing that “Negro history become a required subject in the school curriculum.” 
This initiative was there from the start, when the first president Selena But-
ler reiterated what other black educational and civic leaders were calling for: 
“Hang upon the walls of your homes pictures of the men and women of your 
own race[;] . . . fill your libraries with books that are the product of the Negro 
brain.” The importance of teaching black history was clear to PTA members, 
as it was related to a positive sense of self and group identity that would impel 
young African American students to be successful and to fight inequality. Such 
was the meaning of one black PTA leader’s statement in 1952 when she asked, 
“Can we, in spite of some sort of strategy which has omitted the Negro from 
the American History textbook, motivate our boys and girls to go on?”72 In 
this sense, the attention paid to history can be considered the rare liberal arts 
curriculum issue the PTA took on. In general, white and black PTA units did 
not interject their opinions on the formal curriculum, though they did engage 
in a small way in the turf wars around textbook adoption.73
 The centrality and importance of family, citizenship education, health, and 
wise use of leisure were the elements that most appealed to black and white 
PTA workers and ended up shaping policies and programs beyond the World 
War II years.74 Therefore, the PTA was in large part responsible for the success 
of the Cardinal Principles in the schools, since it included them in its litera-
ture and publications and promoted them to its ever-growing membership. 
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Attention to citizenship by the association never waned, though the ways PTA 
leaders construed citizenship and its goals changed over time. In general, how-
ever, what began in the 1920s as a commitment to democratic ideals by cul-
tivating character and virtue was replaced with an emphasis in the 1940s on 
cultural understanding and, for the black PTA, civil rights.
 From the mid-1920s to the end of World War II, the two branches of the 
National PTA grew steadily and enlisted many volunteers around the country. 
By the end of the war, the two PTA branches had fully developed infrastruc-
tures with separate local, state, and national levels of leadership that followed 
the same program. While the white PTA sought to ensure the black PTA’s 
compliance with its program, it nonetheless recognized the flexibility of the 
federated structure in letting local and state units cultivate their own inter-
ests around the core ideals of the National PTA. However, despite PTA and 
school leaders’ insistence that the purpose of the organization was not to fund 
the public schools, black and white PTA workers continued to hold fundrais-
ers through the 1960s as a central activity. During the twentieth century, the 
PTA based its program on the Cardinal Principles of Education, as health and 
civic education pervaded the work of the association. Emphasizing the role of 
citizens in a democracy led the black PTA to be increasingly outspoken about 
inequalities in education and society and led to their questioning the NCPT’s 
policies on racial segregation.
IN A 1940 article in National Parent-Teacher, the magazine produced by the white PTA, the author reminded readers, “As parents and as teachers 
we cannot neglect the opportunity to make America strong from within. In 
brief, this building of America through its children and youth is the unique 
function of the parent-teacher movement in American democracy.” With 2.4 
million white members and 26,000 black members that year, the PTA was a 
growing force with a well-established federated infrastructure. White PTA 
leaders positioned the organization as a patriotic institution on the vanguard 
of upholding American ideals such as prosperity and clean, wholesome liv-
ing. In the South, the days of building schools were generally over, since black 
local units had successfully created a viable system of schools in the early 
twentieth century. During the middle decades of the twentieth century, white 
and black PTA members, steered by the Committee on the Reorganization 
of Secondary Education’s (CRSE) Cardinal Principles, focused on increasing 
membership and attending to educational matters such as study circles and 
parent education programs. Local units continued fundraising activities as 
national and state leaders led campaigns for legislation to benefit children 
and families, such as school lunches. As this chapter reveals, while both PTA 
branches supported the principles of democracy, each interpreted and applied 
them differently. The separate paths, however, led to the same conclusion by 
the end of World War II: a segregated PTA was true to neither the nation’s nor 
the organization’s founding principles.1
 Both branches of the PTA experienced their greatest growth trajectories 
from the mid-1920s through the years after World War II, although the black 
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PTA continued to lag behind in the proportion of members of the African 
American population. The work carried out by each Congress in the early 
decades of the twentieth century had set the foundation for a strong intra- and 
interstate network of units and regenerating corps of leaders. In the 1930s and 
1940s, as R. Scott Baker explains, the “tempo of African American educa-
tional activism quickened,” to which I would add that the infrastructure of the 
black PTA allowed for this activism in an organization that whites perceived 
as nonthreatening. The biggest increase for the NCCPT occurred during the 
1951–52 school year, with a membership drive that far exceeded its goal of 
a 10 percent increase, bringing instead a 21 percent jump. The momentum 
around civil rights activity contributed to black citizens joining in increasing 
numbers after World War II. During the mid-twentieth century, the white 
PTA grew from 3.5 million to over 8.8 million in 1954, while the membership 
of its segregated counterpart doubled, from approximately one hundred to two 
hundred thousand.2
 As Crawford and Levitt argue, during these years, the PTA “reaped the 
rewards of a societal emphasis on traditional families . . . and concerted 
membership drives.”3 Awards given to state and local units with the largest 
membership increases allowed for parent-teacher associations around the 
country to enjoy growing rosters. These competitions—in which members 
were recruited through door-to-door canvassing, media advertisements, and 
publicity announcements—as well as the PTA network and publications, illus-
trated to members around the country what other units were doing. One white 
state officer from South Carolina, making a case for a membership drive in 
the Palmetto state, revealed that some PTA units were aided by state boards 
of education. West Virginia doubled their membership in two years, she 
explained, because “Their State Department of Education has ruled that no 
rural school may be ACCREDITED without PTA that is a Congress unit, and 
DOES it bring in the bacon?” By 1950, however, leaders within the organ-
ization questioned the intensity of membership drives and wondered whether 
it came at the expense of having PTA workers dedicated to other organiza-
tional pursuits. They argued, “Large memberships should not be our goal, 
but more efficient understanding members who desire to have a share in the 
work of this child welfare organization and are eager to do their part.” On the 
home front, between the two World Wars, many were anxious about juvenile 
delinquency, crime, and poverty, which helped the PTA position itself as an 
agency to help ameliorate society’s ills through parent education, support of 
local schools, and legislation.4
 The black PTA continued its focus on fundraising in an effort to generate 
enough of a cash flow to cover costs and support local schools while having 
enough money to run the state and national offices, which remained a cause 
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for concern among the organization’s leaders. The NCCPT struggled with 
bankruptcy over the years and sought various means to remedy the situa-
tion as financial solvency varied across segregated state units. For instance, 
Georgia enjoyed fiscal stability and maintained a support staff and state office, 
while others struggled with bringing independent units into the fold. Ala-
bama reported that their “total State membership is unknown because many 
local units are operating under the name of PTA but are not taking part with 
the State organization.” Because of poverty in many rural areas, some local 
organizations did not join the federation and remained independent, but the 
NCCPT leadership discovered this trend in more densely populated areas as 
well. This hesitation is a subtext in the history of the PTA, as some black local 
units resisted joining what was generally perceived as a white organization. 
Nonetheless, the main reason remained financial: why send dues to state 
and national governing bodies when tangible results were not immediately 
apparent? As a result, during the middle decades of the twentieth century, the 
national office of the Colored Congress was very much concerned with build-
ing a stronger network of parent-teacher groups.5
 In addition to local-level fundraisers, other efforts raised money for state 
units. In 1950, pressed for ways to generate income, the NCCPT started charg-
ing an annual subscription rate of fifty cents for its quarterly, Our National 
Family, and increased it to one dollar two years later.6 Founders’ Day celebra-
tions were also moneymakers for the organization, and the NCCPT saw them 
as especially important to financial solvency, given that dues were low and 
membership proportionately small. One officer reminded members of the 
rationale for Founders’ Day celebrations: “Remember, we are trying to run a 
National Office and dues alone cannot do this and carry out our program thus 
planned. . . . [M]oney is needed, much money.”7 Nevertheless, NCCPT leaders 
prided themselves on the fact that less attention was being given to fundraising 
and more to educational projects by the early 1950s. The leaders of the Colored 
Congresses in North Carolina and West Virginia heralded the fact that “There 
has been a tendency to reduce the amount of time devoted to money-raising 
activities and concentrate the efforts on home-school cooperation, commu-
nity betterment, and youth participation.” West Virginia state president A. L. 
Younger argued, “To place emphasis on fund raising campaigns throughout 
the year thereby neglecting to set aside time at each meeting to study problems 
affecting the development of youth is indeed a serious charge to those who are 
responsible for leadership.” In spite of this, some state units organized major 
fundraisers. The Texas Congress of Colored Parents and Teachers raised a 
thousand dollars to give to the American Red Cross Fund in 1952.8
 Beyond fundraising efforts, the PTA agenda from the mid-1920s to just 
after World War II focused on two interrelated ideas of the Sevenfold Program 
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of Home and School: health initiatives and civic education. Each of these inter-
ests eventually led black and white PTA leaders to consider the matter of race 
and inequality in the organization, schools, and U.S. society in general. Even 
though successive white and black PTA presidents introduced new platforms 
after each election, the organization’s agenda remained remarkably consistent 
over time and across region. In particular, PTA leaders continued to draw 
on the core ideals of the CRSE’s Cardinal Principles of 1918 at least until the 
early 1950s, and into the 1960s for the NCCPT.9 For instance, when white 
PTA leader Mabel Wilhams Hughes took office in 1946, her administration 
implemented a Four-Point Program that included strengthening the school 
curriculum, improving the health of the nation’s children, promoting world 
understanding, and stressing parent education. Black PTA leaders also revised 
their programs around the same principles. In 1951 Virginia’s Twelve-Point 
Program included vocational education, health, and social and mental adjust-
ment. In many respects the social service initiatives implemented in schools 
during the Progressive era did not disappear as the twentieth century wore on. 
Instead, the National PTA took the lead among civic associations in strength-
ening its connection to local schools with such issues as lunches, civic educa-
tion programs, home economics, and other such matters that forged greater 
connections among school, society, and home. Therefore, the PTA became a 
supporter, promoter, and mobilizer of educational reform initiatives by virtue 
of its location in civil society, in the interstices of schools and the public.10
 A major concern of Americans during the Depression was the significant 
number of unemployed youth, which prompted educators to rethink how the 
school curriculum could address the dual challenges of eradicating juvenile 
delinquency and preparing young people for gainful employment. Beginning 
with Roosevelt’s New Deal initiatives, the federal government began to play a 
greater role in public education in the 1930s. These efforts culminated in the 
National Defense in Education Act of 1958, which increased federal involve-
ment in the school curriculum in terms of preparing citizens for a modern, 
technological society. During the war years, the curriculum changed from cri-
tiquing capitalism and the social order to emphasizing patriotism and national 
cohesion, and the PTA followed suit by supporting and promoting the new 
curricular emphases and helping with war projects. Voices of concern could be 
heard in PTA meetings around the country. Kentucky’s white PTA president 
summed up these changes in society, schools, and the PTA:
Chet Huntley of N.B.C. Television team really woke us up with some astonish-
ing statements in his speech on the last night [of the PTA convention]. Some 
agreed and many disagreed on his accusations of the P.T.A. being responsible 
for so much being spent on recreation and fine cafeterias; and so little being 
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spent for the actual teaching of our children. It seems that nearly all children 
of foreign countries can speak our language but we are unable to speak theirs. 
With everything changing and the world shrinking so fast it seems that we 
have plenty food for thought concerning the education of our children.11
 No matter what the PTA agenda emphasized, and no matter how many 
points it included in its programs year after year, citizenship and democracy 
remained as core ideals. This emphasis, along with the postwar interest in 
international relations and the growing Civil Rights movement, challenged 
the organization ultimately to face its complicity in perpetuating discrimina-
tion, prejudice, and segregation by maintaining a separate and unequal organ-
ization. During the mid-twentieth century, the National PTA was forced to 
look again at itself in terms of what ideals it espoused, and while the white 
PTA emphasized tolerance and the eradication of prejudice, its focus was on 
international, not domestic, relations. The black PTA, conversely, focused on 
the United States and called forth the founders’ ideals, challenging the entire 
organization to return to one of its original principles, racial inclusion. Bea-
trice Morgan, the NCCPT’s president from 1949 to 1953, was fond of restating 
Alice Birney’s call that the PTA was open to all, “irrespective of creed, color, or 
condition.” Yet Morgan maintained a position of self-sufficiency as she chal-
lenged black PTA members to act on these words, telling them, “We must 
stop looking to the white people and to God to do for us what we can do for 
ourselves.”12
 The NCCPT embraced the organization’s mid-century emphasis on rights, 
tolerance, and equality, as evidenced in the materials it circulated to members 
and the Intergroup Relations committees it coordinated. In large part, the 
publications of the two PTA branches helped shape and sustain the discus-
sion about race, difference, and tolerance. The role of black periodicals helped 
inform members’ civic and organizational vision, as discussions of tolerance 
and difference were framed in terms of democracy. It is important, however, to 
remember that these resulted in multiple discourses instead of binary, oppos-
ing discourses, as PTA leaders and members interpreted the organization’s 
goals according to their own beliefs. Some white PTA members were allies to 
the cause of racial equality; some were not. Also, while virtually all black PTA 
members supported racial equality and desegregation, some wondered what 
desegregation of schools would do to the organization they had taken years of 
hard work to establish. Nonetheless, it is important to view the organization 
and the schools they supported as sites of political activism by members, in 
particular black members who were allied with a large-scale, majority-white 
voluntary organization. In this regard, PTA activities at the local, state, and 
national levels continued to be political endeavors over time as members 
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worked for or against desegregation of schools and the organization. And the 
roots of this impulse were found in the interwar years.13
 Additional subtle changes are evident in the development of both orga-
nizations during the mid-twentieth century. The white PTA developed an 
experienced leadership group that influenced national legislation that had an 
impact on local schools. White PTA leaders were nationally known, especially 
in Washington, DC, lobbying circles. Yet both branches enjoyed the visibility 
of national events, such as the 1950 White House Conference on Child Wel-
fare, which white and black PTA presidents attended. The National Congress 
of Colored Parents and Teachers came to rely less and less on the NCPT and 
began to stand on its own as it, too, developed a regenerating group of leaders 
and recruited teenagers to be members of Junior PTA units in order to sustain 
leadership and the organization beginning in the early 1950s. Topics such as 
“Education for Responsible Leadership” were part of the program—for black 
and white members—that sought to perpetuate the organization through 
proper management according to PTA policies and practices. A workshop 
held by the NCCPT in 1949 was described as enlightening leaders who “in 
turn shall develop similar workshops in their own states and thus increase the 
numbers of local workers who are qualified to lead.” Black PTA officers viewed 
the establishment of the organization’s headquarters in Dover, Delaware, in 
1948 as the start of “a new era” for the organization, since it was its first per-
manent location. For black PTA workers, leadership became an essential ele-
ment to carry out the work of racial uplift and racial equality as the twentieth 
century wore on.14
 One transformation within black local units was that the language of coop-
eration seeped into its interactions in schools and at meetings. For example, 
a 1951 report of the Maryland Congress of Colored Parents and Teachers 
annual meeting noted a “lack of cooperation between the church, the home 
and the school.” The black PTA, by coming into its own, began to reflect the 
tensions between professional educators and volunteers that had long been 
a characteristic of white PTA units. Yet cooperation also referred to how the 
two organizations related to each other, and the two branches of the PTA 
developed different interpretations of the term. For example, the white Arkan-
sas Congress of Parents and Teachers (ACPT) claimed in 1948 that it had 
been cooperating with the Arkansas Colored Congress for years because it 
had donated surplus publications and program materials to the black PTA 
and offered assistance with workshops, conventions, and district meetings. 
In contrast, cooperation for black PTA members meant more than charitable 
giving; it meant working together to solve racial problems. By 1945 NCCPT 
president Anna Strong requested that the two associations meet regularly to 
discuss common concerns. Generally, white PTA leaders agreed to meet with 
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black PTA units on occasion, but walked a fine line between welcoming Afri-
can American members as part of their political base, which could potentially 
alienate white racist members, and keeping them at arm’s length. In so doing, 
white PTA leaders and members were free to not work for racial equality if 
they did not wish to. Therefore, in many communities around the country 
NCPT units carried on without regard for the interests of black members.15
“Perhaps I Am Too Interested in This Project”: 
The Politics of Health
During the middle decades of the twentieth century, the National PTA designed 
its programs and projects around the foundational Seven-Fold Program of the 
late 1920s and promoted healthful living as a means to a stronger democracy. 
Improving the health of American children and adults emerged as a primary 
aim for black and white congresses alike. Both branches of the PTA worked 
closely with the American Cancer Society, the March of Dimes, and other 
associations dedicated to eradicating disease during the mid-twentieth cen-
tury and included health issues in parent education workshops and programs. 
Yet, while health was a centerpiece of both programs, it was of acute impor-
tance for the black PTA because of poverty and lack of access to information 
and health care among black communities in the South. As white PTA women 
worked to teach and disseminate information on healthful living, nutrition, 
and disease prevention, black PTA women viewed improving the health and 
health education of African American community members as critical to 
equality of opportunity and the vibrancy of an African American citizenry.
 In her first message as president of the NCCPT in 1949, Beatrice Moore 
Morgan outlined the dual focus of her tenure: better health and increased 
membership, which could be construed as organizational health. Morgan 
explained that the “specific objective [of the NCCPT] must be to help in every 
way possible to produce a generation of healthy minds within healthy bodies.” 
Under her leadership, the NCCPT publicized National Negro Health Week, 
a nationwide effort it credited to Booker T. Washington. By 1950 it was a 
year-round program run by the Public Health Service of the Federal Secu-
rity Agency. With the potential for the desegregation of schools and public 
places looming as litigation moved through the courts, black PTA members 
tried to be proactive in protecting their interests, and references to health 
programs became increasingly linked to the idea of equality. In the early 1950s 
the NCCPT sought to remove any references to “Negro program” in federal 
health initiatives for fear of being excluded. If they were in a separate cat-
egory, they could be overlooked or, worse yet, dropped. Therefore, the NCCPT 
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encouraged members to “work towards a complete oneness in all state health 
programs.” S. M. Burrell, chair of the NCCPT’s Health Committee in 1951, 
explained that “Interpreting . . . the work of your state department to local 
communities and fostering as many projects as possible [will] bring about a 
good working relation between the two races from the standpoint of better 
health for all.” In 1952, before she stepped down, Morgan continued to instruct 
NCCPT local units to plan the new school year around Summer Round-up, 
immunization programs, and school lunches.16
 The PTA’s commitment to health typically meant getting involved in fed-
eral legislation; at mid-century the PTA was aggressively political in terms of 
its ability to mobilize members around legislative causes. The PTA relied on 
strategies that had been developed by women’s associations in the late nine-
teenth century that, by the second decade of the twentieth century, became 
part of the skill repertoire of the organizations as they combined forces to 
agitate for legislation on behalf of women and children. The NCPT had cut 
its activist teeth in the 1910s with the fight for the passage of the Sheppard-
Towner Infancy and Maternity Protection Act. PTA leaders’ experience with 
this major piece of federal legislation helped develop their lobbying abilities 
and strengthened the communication network of the organization. The Shep-
pard-Towner Act, which was passed in 1921, sought to reduce infant mortality 
rates by providing federally subsidized prenatal clinics and health care educa-
tion to mothers. The National Congress of Mothers and Parent-Teacher Asso-
ciations was one of several women’s groups, along with the General Federation 
of Women’s Clubs and Association of Collegiate Alumnae, to lobby extensively 
for the passage of the act, which was repealed in 1929.17
 Even though maternalism had become outdated as an ideological frame-
work after 1920 with the fight for women’s suffrage having been won, the 
PTA continued to work for national legislation in the interest of child welfare, 
having honed its political lobbying skills and extended its federated network 
across the country with millions of members united through a well-coordi-
nated infrastructure. Elizabeth Tilton, the chair of the NCPT’s Legislative 
Department in 1922, set the tone for PTA legislative efforts for decades to 
come:
Legislation is the high-tide of all Civic work. Good things are tried out in local 
communities and when their worth is proved, the call comes to give them to 
everybody and the only way to do this is to pass a federal law. There is no bet-
ter investment of energy than that put into the passage of a beneficent law, it is 
so-far-reaching in its effect.
From this point, the National PTA made the commitment to focus on educa-
tion bills in the U.S. Congress.18
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 By the end of the 1920s it became apparent that a female voting bloc was 
not going to materialize as expected, and concomitant changes occurred in 
terms of the ability of organized women to influence legislation and social 
policy. However, the PTA continued to focus on legislation through the twen-
tieth century, since it had built its program around child welfare and had the 
organizational strength to effect change in the U.S. Congress. Moreover, focus-
ing on legislation, according to PTA members, was one aspect of the “practice 
of citizenship” or, as one PTA officer put it, “in a democracy legislation should 
be designed to accomplish the greatest good for the greatest number.”19 PTA 
members were notified about critical issues and were frequently called upon 
to publicize them to the rest of the membership and the public and to write to 
elected officials. The major issues on which the legislative committees of both 
PTA branches focused at mid-century included federal aid to education, the 
School Lunch Act, the Child Labor Act, and national defense matters, such 
as the creation and promotion of the United Nations in an effort to support 
international peace.20
 All the while, the NCCPT did not have the numerical or political force on 
its own to rally its members around legislation, which was one of the reasons 
black educational leaders remained as a segregated branch of the PTA for so 
long. As part of the PTA, black educators reaped the benefits of an alliance 
with a powerful organization that had the ability to make significant change 
and to reach citizens across the South as well as politicians and policymakers. 
However, the NCCPT did not just publicize the white PTA’s legislative agenda 
verbatim but amended each proposal, increasing its appeal to disenfranchised 
citizens and working to further racial equality. This was the reason the NCCPT 
supported such initiatives as the equalization of schools and salaries for teach-
ers in the 1940s. By 1951, the organization was recognized for its ability to 
mobilize citizens by becoming the first black organization invited to join the 
Women’s Joint Congressional Committee, a nonpartisan agency designed to 
bring women’s organizations together around legislative matters of common 
concern. African American PTA leaders endeavored to show their political 
lobbying in the best light, not as agitation but, in typical PTA parlance, as sup-
porting the tenets of child welfare and democracy. As William I. Lee, chair of 
the NCCPT’s Legislation Committee in 1952 put it, “[Being involved in fed-
eral legislation] is not political interference, but a helpful force which should 
always exert its influence at the right time and in the right place to balance our 
national scales and do justice as far as it is humanly possible.”21
 The proposal to support federal aid to education, an issue taken up by 
professional associations and civic groups, was a major agenda item for the 
PTA’s legislative committees and can serve as an example of how the black PTA 
infused the initiative with the language of racial equality. Following the NEA’s 
lead, both branches of the PTA backed the federal aid issue, but the NCPT 
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did not explicitly mention race when explaining its support for the measure 
to its membership. At its annual meeting in 1949, however, the NCCPT added 
the proviso that such legislation “will guarantee to all children, regardless of 
race, creed, or color the same financial assistance without discrimination on 
the part of the states which are recipients of such Federal Aid.”22 Through 
the 1950s the NCCPT used the fight for federal aid to education as one way 
to work for equal school facilities and opportunities for black children, hop-
ing and expecting that if enacted, it would “apply equally to all school chil-
dren without regard to race or color.” In so doing, they joined forces with the 
NAACP, the American Teachers’ Association, and the National Association of 
Colored Women. Yet black PTA leaders knew that their support, hopefully, 
would make segregation so expensive that it would “die of its own weight,” as 
was the intended goal of the NAACP’s equalization suits in the 1930s. Mem-
bers had learned to be outspoken about these matters, since earlier experi-
ences, such as with the Sheppard-Towner Act, had raised their suspicion as to 
whether the argument for states’ rights was bolstered by such legislation with 
matching appropriations for reform measures.23
 Another major campaign for the PTA was the support of federal legislation 
for school lunches. The project culminated in the U.S. Congress’s passing of 
the School Lunch Act, which was touted as a “nation-wide effort to improve 
health and nutrition of America’s school children.” Spearheaded by commit-
tee chair and South Carolinian Eunice Harper Leonard, the passage of the 
School Lunch Act reveals the effectiveness of the PTA network in legislative 
matters mid-century. Leonard, like most white PTA workers, rose through the 
ranks by taking on leadership roles at increasingly higher levels of the asso-
ciation. And, like other PTA leaders, by assuming these positions she devel-
oped skills and attributes through her affiliation with the PTA and the other 
organizations with which she was active, such as the American Association 
of University Women, the American Cancer Society, the Carolina Business 
and Professional Women’s Club, the Daughters of the American Colonists, 
and the South Carolina Federation of Women’s Clubs. After graduating from 
Winthrop College and taking graduate courses at the University of South Car-
olina, she married Paul H. Leonard, who was elected to the state’s House of 
Representatives and later served as South Carolina’s hotel inspector. Leonard 
began as a local unit president in the early 1930s and by the end of the decade 
(1937–41) was South Carolina’s state PTA president. She later became NCPT 
vice president of Region III (1941–44), in the Southeast, and ended her run as 
a PTA leader as national chair of the School Lunch Committee (1947–50). Of 
her many accomplishments, Leonard was most proud of the role she played 
in the National PTA in promoting school lunches nationwide and getting the 
School Lunch Act passed in 1946. In the midst of her leadership of the school 
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lunch initiative, Leonard confessed to NCPT president Minetta Hastings that 
she was, perhaps, “too interested in this project.” However, the single-minded 
devotion to PTA objectives and enthusiasm of members such as Leonard were 
responsible for the success of its legislative initiatives.24
 In the Progressive era, organized women started serving meals in public 
schools as an extension of their municipal housekeeping efforts. Lunch pro-
grams were first run and maintained by women’s clubs, who later relied on local 
school boards and municipal funding to ensure their continued implementa-
tion. William J. Reese argues that school lunches, part of the school health 
movement of the turn of the twentieth century, were not always imbued with 
democratic ideals about giving the poor and marginalized an equal chance at 
thriving and learning. He posits that some elites viewed health initiatives as 
a form of capital investment, “a response to the allegedly inferior biological 
makeup of the native poor and certain ethnic groups.” This notion was carried 
beyond the Progressive era as the PTA and other civic organizations contin-
ued to work to institute the school lunch, justifying it as a means to a stronger 
nation. With citizenship ever at the core of PTA ideals, the organization’s lead-
ers viewed promoting good health and nutrition as an important aspect of its 
program, arguing that it was “a chief factor in creating responsible citizens of 
high integrity.”25
 The institution of lunches in schools as comprehensive and equitable did 
not happen during the Progressive era, despite clubwomen’s best efforts. It 
took the Depression and extreme poverty and destitution to prompt Frank-
lin Delano Roosevelt’s New Deal programs focusing on recovery, relief, and 
reform to bolster the school lunch initiative. In the 1930s, with a stronger 
and wider organizational network, and supported by its investment in the 
Cardinal Principles of Education, the National PTA backed the federal gov-
ernment and stepped up its push for health and nutrition in the schools. As 
Eunice Leonard went from leading a local unit to serving as president of the 
South Carolina Congress of Parents and Teachers, one of her first actions was 
to request that the white national office coordinate a study of school lunches 
in order to make recommendations to the federal government. The results 
presented a convincing argument: “hungry, underfed children could not do 
their best at school.” Consequently, Leonard was appointed chair of the School 
Lunch Committee and began working with the U.S. Office of Education to 
help find a way to make school lunches available to all children. Thus, the 
PTA ended up positioning itself at the forefront of a national effort to get 
lunches in the public schools, and even though it was one of many voluntary 
organizations involved in the endeavor, it was one of the largest and most 
widely networked. The federal government recognized the organization’s abil-
ity to mobilize volunteers around the country and invited it as the only civic 
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organization to serve on the National Cooperating Committee on School 
Lunches in the early 1940s.26
 The U.S. government had plenty to gain by passing the School Lunch Act. 
In the midst of the Depression it was looking to solve the problems of hunger 
and poverty while increasing the consumption of its abundant agricultural 
commodities by expanding markets nationally and abroad. Propaganda of the 
era argued that much went to “waste on the farm while millions were hungry 
for these products in the cities.”27 Beginning in 1936, the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture began to distribute surplus farm products to local and state relief 
administrations which, through the Works Progress Administration (WPA), 
the Federal Surplus Commodities Corporation, and the National Youth 
Administration, turned the foodstuffs over to local educational and welfare 
agencies and civic organizations—such as the PTA and American Legion—
for distribution in communities. The benefits were immediately apparent in 
remote regions in the South. African American PTA members in the School at 
Society Corner on James Island, South Carolina, brought vegetables to school 
for lunches, while the WPA funded the purchase of cooking utensils and paid 
for a cook. The program—nationally coordinated and much more connected 
to and supported by the U.S. government than the disconnected local efforts 
of the Progressive era—became the framework for the school lunch program 
in decades to come.28
 The federal government became more invested in providing school meals 
as the United States entered World War II and the national draft was instituted, 
having found that nearly half of those drafted could not pass the physical 
exam, which was blamed on a lack of nutrition during their childhood years. 
With the presumed threat of national security in jeopardy, the federal gov-
ernment expanded the existing lunch program in 1942 to include any child 
who would “benefit nutritionally without reference to financial status.” The 
program lasted only a year, ending on June 30, 1943. The WPA, an impor-
tant liaison between the government and civic organizations, was dismantled 
in April of that year, as a result of the war and transportation issues. More-
over, agricultural surpluses had waned, leaving little for distribution to local 
communities. To protect against potential problems that would result either 
financially or nutritionally from the immediate removal of lunch programs 
from the schools, an indemnity program was established in March 1943 that 
reimbursed school districts for purchasing the agricultural commodities used 
for lunches. The U.S. government supplemented the school meals on occasion 
as it distributed surplus foodstuffs that could not make it to troops overseas 
because of shipping and transportation lapses.29
 It became clear to educational administrators and PTA leaders that in 
order for school lunches to become instituted nationally, they needed to be 
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funded by the U.S. government and could not depend on the availability of 
farm surpluses. Therefore, Leonard and her committee took the lead in reviv-
ing the bill and wanted it placed under the aegis of the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture. Instead, the government wanted local communities to handle it 
as they had in the past. When the school lunch committee met in Septem-
ber 1944, its members declared their intention to keep “before the public the 
importance of continuing to make and keep the school lunch a permanent 
part of the education program and to emphasize the fact that it is a perma-
nent institution needing permanent support.” Leonard’s committee used the 
networks of voluntary civic associations to get an amendment passed with the 
Annual Appropriation Bill, which earmarked $50 million for school meals. 
Meanwhile, state boards of education and the PTA successfully convinced the 
federal government to extend the Program for School Lunch Aid on a year-
by-year basis, while states such as Illinois passed legislation to appropriate 
funds that supplemented federal monies. This gave the PTA, state education 
authorities, and the U.S. Department of Agriculture time to come to a work-
able solution to the school-lunch funding issue.30
 School leaders, in the meantime, found that the School Lunch Program 
was reaching more and more children. Whereas the program had served 
342,000 children in 3,800 schools in 1937, it grew to feed 6.5 million chil-
dren in 44,000 schools in 1945. Over the next several years, Leonard worked 
with representatives from the Office of Education and the U.S. Department 
of Agriculture in drafting a bill for nutritious lunches to be made available to 
all children and asking for matching appropriations from the federal govern-
ment. As they had done in the past, PTA leaders contacted “every member of 
Congress” in order to get the bill passed. The bill went through many revi-
sions and ultimately included the requirements that school lunches make use 
of agricultural surpluses and be made available only to children with limited 
means, although local communities could supplement the lunches. The School 
Lunch Act was signed by President Truman on June 6, 1946, and Leonard was 
elected National Chair of School Lunches in order to see the program through 
to 1950, when it would be implemented nationally.31
 In her report for 1947–48, Leonard commented that thirty-four states and 
Hawaii each had a state supervisor of school lunch programs, many of whom 
were trained nutritionists. That year, her committee estimated that “parent-
teacher members were wholly responsible for or were assisting with school 
lunches” in 10 percent of the schools serving lunches nationally. Other groups 
that pitched in included church and civic groups and patriotic organizations. 
In reflections of Progressive-era efforts, the PTA and other civic organiza-
tions even set up school gardens to provide produce for lunches and, following 
the trend begun in homemaking clubs, the PTA directed canning and food 
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preservation efforts in no fewer than fifteen states. School meals thus became a 
staple in the PTA’s health program mid-century as black and white PTA work-
ers led health and nutrition efforts in local communities. The NCCPT created 
its own network of local and state “Health Chairmen,” who helped members 
sponsor health clinics and lunch programs.32
 In the late 1940s, PTA volunteers did not just help make lunches; they 
promoted the idea that education about nutrition should be a part of the 
school curriculum.33 For example, the white PTA School Lunch Committee in 
Leland, Maryland, gave advice on the lunch menu and procedures. In Leland 
and other schools in Maryland, teachers studied ways to include nutrition 
in the curriculum and helped teach parents how to plan meals. In Louisi-
ana, one superintendent required his schools to teach health and nutrition, 
using the school lunch as a laboratory. The interest in nutrition seeped into 
training courses for parents in the PTA and at state colleges and universities, 
where county and district supervisors took graduate-level courses in nutrition 
and home economics. The Georgia Colored Congress showed the film “The 
School That Learned to Eat” at its annual convention in 1949 and encouraged 
local units to study the School Lunch Program at its meetings. School lunches 
were so important to both PTA branches that the topic was included on a rare 
joint committee meeting of NCPT and NCCPT representatives held in August 
1950 at Tuskegee, during which both sides worked out the details on holding 
more frequent meetings between them and creating a list of topics common to 
the two organizations.34
 The school lunch was just one of a number of health issues that the PTA 
took on. Both PTA branches were still conducting Summer Round-Ups at 
mid-century and were continuing to work toward federal support of well-
baby and maternal clinics, programs that had begun in the Progressive era 
with the Sheppard-Towner Act. Moreover, the NCCPT supported better den-
tal health and dental education, an improved foster care system, and more 
nursery schools. Through the 1940s and beyond, the NCPT focused its efforts 
on legislation to safeguard the health and well-being of children and fami-
lies. It continued to direct its members to be informed on current bills the 
organization supported and to “urge members to discuss proposed legislation 
with candidates, seeking their support ahead of time.” PTA members were 
instructed to contact legislators to get their position and support. Even after 
bills were passed, PTA members were told to “Follow up on the administra-
tion or enforcement of laws enacted, looking toward need for improvement by 
amendment.” External agencies recognized the PTA’s extensive role in promot-
ing health matters. For example, Ben F. Wyman, the State Health Officer of the 
South Carolina Board of Health, remarked that the South Carolina Congress 
of Parents and Teachers was one of the most “effective organizations in the 
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state for the promotion and development of education—especially for one 
of education’s most important phases, health education.” Wyman echoed the 
sentiments of PTA workers “that education is dependent on good health.”35
 Reports submitted to School Lunch Chair Eunice Leonard from schools 
in North Carolina sum up best the PTA’s belief about the connections among 
health, citizenship, and education, revealing how the organization remained 
true to the Cardinal Principles report. For educators and PTA members in 
that state, the school lunch program “has taught democracy and how to work 
together harmoniously. It has laid the foundation stone for personal, social eti-
quette, enabling children to eat with ease and relaxation, converse with others 
comfortably and intelligently. This program pays dividends now and for the 
future—dividends in better scholastic averages, fewer absences from school 
because of illness, and in countless ways building stronger more mentally alert 
citizens.” For PTA and school leaders, children who ate well-balanced meals 
grew to become thoughtful, concerned citizens. Such goals were at the top of 
the PTA agenda for the middle decades of the twentieth century.36
Meeting New Needs: 
Civics, Citizenship, and the Tenets of Democracy
The CRSE’s Cardinal Principles of Education, in addition to emphasizing 
health, placed civics and citizenship education at the centerpiece of the school 
curriculum. The United States was a different place between the wars; with 
immigration quotas in place, the onset of the Depression, and a proliferation 
of ethnic cultural groups and associations, civic education was transformed 
from emphasizing assimilation to incorporating the experiences and per-
spectives of minority groups who had been outsiders to American political, 
social, and educational life. Moreover, the threat of totalitarianism in Europe 
prompted educational leaders to develop programs that highlighted the advan-
tages of democracy. This new vision of civic education emphasized the notion 
of cultural pluralism, and the new programs were engineered to teach how 
democracies dealt with ethnic, racial, and religious difference.37 Yet cultural 
pluralism existed in different forms. Inasmuch as it was intended to promote 
open-mindedness about various cultures and ethnicities, Jonathan Zimmer-
man reminds us that it also was used in some instances to support ideological 
conformity. Therefore, no one version of cultural pluralism won out, as theory 
was interpreted and applied by different groups in a variety of settings to suit 
any number of political standpoints.38
 In the middle decades of the twentieth century, PTA workers—positioning 
themselves as popularizers of the latest educational theory and practices—
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endorsed cultural pluralism in local communities and schools. Citizenship 
had always been a central goal in the organization’s program, but the PTA’s 
stance on civic education was a complex one—melding a variety of political 
perspectives—that changed only slightly over time. In the years leading up to 
World War I, the Congress of Mothers promoted peace and the “outlawry of 
war,” based on maternalist notions that the mothers of the nation could never 
support military aggression. In this regard they were in step with educators 
and political leaders who saw educational reform efforts as part of interna-
tional restructuring efforts. Even though the organization continued to sup-
port peace over the course of the twentieth century, it balanced these ideals 
with an emphasis on patriotic duty. In the late 1920s, the NCPT’s citizenship 
committee developed a definition of what they meant by citizenship and “citi-
zenship training”; they observed what other agencies were doing and how they 
construed citizenship before deciding to craft a new platform that sought to 
“encourage voters to vote.”39
 The emphasis on voting as a civic duty did not end up being the center-
piece of the revised civic program but nonetheless was important for black and 
white PTA members in local units. White PTA women in the 1920s persuaded 
newly enfranchised members to vote, and in later decades asked members 
to guide their fellow citizens in voting on issues of particular interest to the 
organization. Voting rights were especially important to black PTA leaders, as 
they joined other civil rights and civic organizations in the effort to enfranchise 
black adults. In the 1940s and 1950s, the NCCPT assisted with voter registra-
tion drives and helped bring voting machines to schools as part of their civic 
education programs. Narvie Harris, the PTA worker in Georgia introduced in 
the previous chapter, claimed that she registered high school students to vote, 
which in turn resulted in her registering their parents. Therefore, voting as 
a central dimension of citizenship held much more salience for the NCCPT, 
as references to citizenship and civic duty in black PTA publications almost 
always included a statement on racial equality.40
 In 1928 the NCPT committee on citizenship put forth its four-point plat-
form, which included encouraging members to register to vote; teaching laws 
and the necessity of obeying them; aiding in Americanization efforts; and cul-
tivating “Junior Citizenship” among children, which meant teaching children 
to obey laws. The emphasis on a law-abiding citizenry was a change in direc-
tion from its promotion of peace and community activism just two decades 
earlier. Revealing the political leanings of the NCPT, the committee suggested 
that local units carry out certain activities, which consisted of inviting “well-
informed, competent, and conservative speakers for citizenship programs,” 
celebrating citizenship by holding festivals for new citizens, and giving awards 
for students’ citizenship essays. As always, NCPT leaders encouraged coop-
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eration with other civic groups in these endeavors. The pillars of citizenship 
continued to guide the association’s program at least thirty years after they 
were outlined in the late 1920s. The PTA’s committee on citizenship drew up 
virtually identical activities in its 1943–46 plan, with the added component of 
wartime activities. For instance, it suggested that local units build “wartime 
citizenship through the High-School Victory Corps” and “begin postwar plan-
ning now” in teaching the tenets of democracy.41
 During the Depression, the white PTA emphasized patriotism as it took 
more seriously its own role as preserver of American values. In some ways, this 
contrasted with the school curriculum, which advanced a critique of capital-
ism. The PTA joined other civic organizations in promoting patriotism but 
did not challenge school authorities as had the United Daughters of the Con-
federacy, the American Legion, and others who suggested a revised history 
canon. The PTA leadership created, through words and images, an organ-
ization that embraced patriotic ideals. Around the country it was not uncom-
mon for local school meetings to be part business, part patriotic exhibition. A 
November 1934 meeting of the white Jamestown, New York, Parent-Teacher 
Association included tables decorated with American flags and red, white, 
and blue candles, and speeches on the work of the school boy patrol and the 
importance of keeping dues current. Throughout the 1930s, at the monthly 
meetings of the Jamestown PTA, members took part in different patriotic and 
civic-oriented activities: they sang the “Battle Hymn of the Republic,” and 
they discussed “The Home’s Responsibility in Developing the Fundamental 
Standards of Good Citizenship.” The emphasis on patriotism and teaching 
citizenship continued through the 1940s as the Jamestown PTA listened to 
schoolchildren sing the “Star-Spangled Banner” and debated whether to order 
new china for their monthly meetings, given the importance of rationing and 
doing away with nonnecessities during World War II.42
 Yet in the 1930s the citizenship committee had begun to incorporate the 
language of “world good will” into its discussions. The PTA continued to focus 
on educating law-abiding citizens, but reintroduced an emphasis on peace that 
it had retreated from temporarily in the early 1920s, because that stance was 
associated with communism and subversion. Moreover, the PTA was help-
ing to promote to the American population the thinking of liberal educators 
and social scientists who positioned the school as the ideal place to teach 
harmonious democratic relationships and world citizenship. PTA commit-
tee members explained, “Peace should know no boundaries. There should be 
international understanding, and universal good will among peoples. . . . Ev-
ery parent-teacher should study the peace movement, so that there will be no 
question as to whether children shall be trained in the ideals of peace or the 
habits of war.” For white PTA leaders, world goodwill and patriotism went 
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hand-in-hand, as the good citizen educated herself about and respected other 
cultures. However, acting on these principles was challenging, because PTA 
leaders would be forced to reconcile the organization’s commitment to racial 
inclusion with its policy on segregation. During the 1930s and 1940s, even 
though the white PTA began to emphasize tolerance and understanding, it 
circumvented the matter of racism within its ranks by placing these ideas in an 
international context. State-level meetings of white units reiterated the focus 
on international understanding over domestic race relations. In contrast, the 
black PTA accepted the new emphasis and acted on it, using the platform of 
cultural pluralism to promote racial equality and understanding in schools, 
to the white PTA, and in the public at large. The NCCPT also had embraced 
the growing intercultural education movement and incorporated its ideas and 
activities into its program.43
 As the United States entered World War II, the PTA took on world tolerance 
and understanding as part of its platform, as organization leaders expressed 
renewed interest in improving the school curriculum to “meet new needs.” It 
was a reflection of concerns about the welfare of children around the globe, as 
well as an interest in protecting American patriotic ideals. Even the NCPT’s 
Committee on Reading and Library Service declared, “Only when there is an 
educated public, fully informed and able to make wise choices, is the nation 
safe from the forces of ignorance, fear, intolerance, and greed. Such a public is 
dependent for its existence and maintenance upon good reading habits and an 
adequate supply of reading material.”44
 When the United Nations (UN) charter was drafted and ratified in the 
early 1940s, the PTA seized the opportunity to promote the idea of the care and 
protection of children worldwide. The organization’s leaders were especially 
interested in the founding of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization (UNESCO). The NCPT’s Committee on International 
Relations, led by Lucille L. Jesse, stepped up plans to raise the standards of 
political education among PTA members and youth in schools. Jesse declared, 
“We must educate ourselves and our neighbors so that we have a nucleus of 
informed and understanding citizens, whose vigilance will produce intelligent 
public opinion to give support to our leaders at the peace table.” In particular, 
the committee called for understanding others’ viewpoints, exercising toler-
ance toward different beliefs, and studying other cultures and nations. The 
committee suggested that in order to become more informed on these issues 
members at the local level peruse articles on international understanding in 
the organization’s magazine, National Parent-Teacher.45
 This was a pivotal point at which white national-level officers began to 
examine the hypocrisy of maintaining a segregated organization. During the 
middle decades of the twentieth century, National Parent-Teacher published 
m a k i n g  a m e r i C a  “ S T r O n g  f r O m  w i T h i n ” 11
fewer than a dozen articles on tolerance and cultural understanding that chal-
lenged white members to consider their own complicity in racism and dis-
crimination.46 The articles reflected NCPT leaders’ awareness of the global 
sociopolitical context, in particular of Britain and France declaring war on 
Germany, in relation to citizenship issues for youth. NCPT leaders announced 
they were revising the organization’s original philosophy and programs to meet 
“present social needs,” reminding members, “A spirit of genuine tolerance per-
meates every phase of the work” of the organization. However, discussions of 
tolerance were in reference to religious tolerance, as a result of the outreach 
efforts of the National Council of Christians and Jews.47 Features in National 
Parent-Teacher reflected this renewed direction. A 1939 article by Annette 
Smith asked, “Should a democracy permit any kind of propaganda? Should it 
permit pleas for dictatorship, for violence, for ‘race’ prejudice?” These ques-
tions were intended to link world events to what was going on in the United 
States. Smith’s true objective is revealed at the end of the piece, in which she 
advised parents and teachers of ways to prepare young people for “respon-
sible citizenship in a democracy”: by examining assumptions and prejudices, 
reflecting on American ideals, and teaching about the “contributions of vari-
ous racial and national groups to American life.”48
 Another article, Ruth Benedict’s “Let’s Get Rid of Prejudice,” was more 
explicit in terms of addressing racism. Benedict asked parents—mothers, 
really—to begin by looking at themselves and their habits and comments to 
see whether they were perpetuating bigotry by making comments such as 
“‘What can you expect of Negroes?’” or complaining about “Mr. Angotti in 
the corner grocery store,” because “all Italians . . . cheat.” The author linked 
such comments, and those denigrating statements directed at ethnic minori-
ties, to Nazism and the belief in racial superiority. By using a strategy that 
associated prejudice and discrimination with genocide and mass murder—a 
tactic Smith used in the earlier article—Benedict left no gray area for the 
reader: bigotry of any kind was wrong. Her piece stood out among the other 
articles in National Parent-Teacher because it took on racism in the United 
States directly. The other articles connected race obliquely to the problems of 
discrimination against other nationalities without discussing racism within 
the borders of the United States. Despite these calls for an end to intolerance 
in the pages of the NCPT periodical—and perhaps because there were so 
few of them—little changed in the day-to-day activities of local-level white 
units.49
 At the national level of the organization, white PTA leaders’ thinking about 
difference, race, and tolerance was furthered by their involvement in a series 
of conferences convened by the State Department toward the end of the war 
on the formation of the United Nations. NCPT President Minnetta Hastings 
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was invited to attend meetings held from August to October, 1944, which 
came to be called the Dumbarton Oaks conferences. The result of the confer-
ences was a proposal for a new international peace organization, the United 
Nations. Hastings was most enthusiastic about PTA involvement at this level 
and her having been invited to the 1945 conference held in San Francisco, at 
which the UN charter was signed by fifty nations. The high-security gather-
ing included representatives from the leading national women’s organizations, 
such as Margaret Hickey of the National Federation of Business and Profes-
sional Women’s Clubs, and La Fell Dickson, the GFWC president, as well as 
men’s veterans’ organizations and service clubs, such as the Kiwanis, Rotary, 
and Lions clubs, in an effort to get their input regarding the United Nations. In 
particular, the PTA was one of several education organizations asked for their 
feedback on the feasibility and purpose of an international office of education. 
It was the government’s way of getting in touch with the American public, by 
tapping into civil society and the reach of civic associations. With the inclu-
sion of the PTA, a vast communication and action network was at hand. In her 
report to the NCPT, Hastings bragged about the ability of the PTA to reach 
across the United States at lightning speed. While in San Francisco she had 
sent telegrams to the state PTA presidents of New Jersey, Michigan, Texas, 
and Minnesota, states that had congressional representatives among the U.S. 
delegates at the San Francisco conference. She explained, “Within twenty-four 
hours each state [PTA] congress had sent a fine telegram to its [U.S.] con-
gressman delegate. The president of the American Council on Education, the 
N.E.A. consultant, and the others just couldn’t believe it. They said, ‘It has been 
no time at all since we talked about the possibility of doing this—and here 
it’s done! Whenever the P.T.A. people say they will do something, they come 
through all over the country.’”50
 Attending the UN organizing conferences helped shape the NCPT leader’s 
thoughts and led her to rework the platform of the organization; Hastings was 
exposed to new ideas that challenged the head of the Judeo-Christian-oriented 
PTA. She remarked on the religious differences presented at the San Francisco 
conference: “The meeting opened with a minute of silent meditation. With 
Moslems and Buddhists and people of many other creeds represented there, it 
was not quite politic to say a word of prayer.” Also, while at the conference, she 
along with the other attendees watched international films on such countries 
as the Netherlands, France, and the USSR that depicted the atrocities of war as 
well as the customs and lifestyles of other people. At the end of the conference 
Hastings noted the importance of coming to understand “peoples of other 
lands,” an insight she took back to her role as leader of the PTA. Most impor-
tantly, the experiences she had in San Francisco led her to question the PTA’s 
approach to difference in its membership and programs.51
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 Hastings returned to her work invigorated about getting the word out 
about the importance of the United Nations. One PTA member wrote, “Thou-
sands of letters were written to congressmen urging adherence to the prin-
ciples of the UNO” as a result of having attended the conference. Moreover, 
the PTA took it upon itself at this time to educate its membership and the 
public. The “vast resources of the National Congress of Parents and Teachers 
were mobilized into a gigantic educational project to explain the structure and 
scope of the UNO, not only to its own membership but to the citizens of every 
community where there is a P.T.A.” The NCCPT followed suit and promoted 
UN Day, asking members to remember “that education for freedom will make 
a nation free indeed.” The PTA stepped up efforts to teach about foreign lands 
and people, claiming that pageants have proven to be “unusually successful as 
a means of fostering appreciation of other cultures.” These pageants, a staple 
of early intercultural education programs, were becoming increasingly com-
mon in schools around the country. Likewise, food and clothing drives were 
promoted as a way to involve children in reaching out to the less fortunate and 
teaching them to be thankful for American abundance.52
 As a result of the war and the creation of the UN, the national leader-
ship of the white PTA began to question its commitment to all children. In 
a rare acknowledgment of the NCPT’s inconsistency regarding racial equal-
ity, Hastings made a statement that was celebrated by the black PTA; at the 
annual meeting of the NCPT in 1943, she announced, “If ‘all children are our 
children,’ it follows that there can surely be no inequality among the children 
living in a country that proudly calls itself the arsenal of democracy. The first 
step toward citizenship in an interdependent world must be the elimination of 
all prejudice and bias toward minority groups within our own border.”53
 White units at the local level, however, did not have to heed Hastings’ call, 
because there was no direct pressure on them to do so. While their objec-
tives needed to match the platform of the national level, the flexible feder-
ated infrastructure of the PTA allowed them the freedom to interpret those 
objectives according to their own interests and local contexts. Therefore, at 
the local level, white PTA units carried on with business as usual, except in 
those regions that already were doing interracial work through the PTA, such 
as Delaware. In the South, white units included world citizenship in their state 
programs and at annual meetings; they had to, just as other regions did, but 
avoided any direct mention of racial understanding in the United States. For 
example, while the 1947 annual meeting of the South Carolina Congress of 
Parents and Teachers (SCCPT) featured health and citizenship prominently in 
the program, it downplayed cultivating friendly feelings toward other nations 
and encouraging “peoples of different origins in a community to participate in 
community affairs.” Despite the white South Carolina PTA’s recounting of the 
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earlier theme “all children are our children,” its focus remained on children of 
other lands. This pattern continued through the 1950s, as the SCCPT reiter-
ated the NCPT’s central ideas but refused to acknowledge Jim Crow segrega-
tion and other forms of racial discrimination.54
 The focus on world citizenship was embraced by the NCCPT, which began 
to infuse the idea into its programs and publications, with a special emphasis 
on eradicating racism stateside. Intercultural education became the vehicle 
that would help the black PTA address such issues. Black PTA leaders were 
much more willing to take action than their white counterparts, as they took 
an interest in the intercultural education movement that was growing in popu-
larity and entering the school curriculum in the United States. From 1936 
to 1941 the local units of the black PTA were encouraged to study the eco-
nomic, social, and educational needs of their communities in order to make 
recommendations for change. One of the outcomes of this effort was that local 
units began to institute intercultural education programs in their communi-
ties. Beginning in the 1940s the association successfully encouraged state and 
local units to form committees on intercultural relations with the white PTA 
representatives in Southern states. Little is known about how racial and ethnic 
minorities felt about the goals of intercultural education or how they adapted 
its programs. Stephanie J. Shaw examines the involvement of black professional 
women in intercultural and intergroup relations efforts and argues that black 
women were exploited by white managers who enlisted them in cultural sensi-
tivity groups because of their orientation toward social justice and racial uplift 
and their willingness to work on behalf of these issues for little or no wages. 
She claims that those white managers who embraced intercultural education 
did so out of fear of the emerging radical left. However, the black PTA’s use of 
intercultural education shows another application, as African American mem-
bers sought to use the Intergroup Relations committees to their advantage by 
employing such groups in gaining equal resources in schools, and especially 
after desegregation became inevitable. By 1945 intercultural education was a 
staple of the adult education programs sponsored by the NCCPT.55
 Initiated by Rachel Davis DuBois, a classroom teacher from New Jersey, 
intercultural education was intended to cultivate sympathetic attitudes in 
schoolchildren toward people of other races and ethnicities. In the 1920s and 
1930s, DuBois designed and led assemblies and lessons that highlighted the 
contributions of minority groups, in particular African Americans. She drew 
on her Quakerism and status as an active member of the NAACP to seek 
to improve relations between the races. In 1934 DuBois organized the Ser-
vice Bureau for Intercultural Education (SBIE) as a center for teachers. Later 
criticized for glorifying ethnicity and fostering divisiveness among Americans, 
the SBIE was wrested from her control and redirected under new leadership 
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toward a focus on “respect for a national culture with limits to expression of 
cultural differences.” DuBois continued her work, however, by creating the 
Workshop for Cultural Democracy in 1941. For the rest of her long life, DuBois 
worked with community groups and schools, implementing her “group con-
versation method,” which involved different groups of people getting to know 
one another socially in order to overcome stereotypes and prejudices. The 
group conversation method was adapted by civic groups, educational institu-
tions, and churches in an effort to build racial and ethnic understanding.56
 In 1946 the PTA convened its first meeting of the Group Relations Com-
mittee that was composed of members from the NCPT and NCCPT. However, 
the committee met only once, revealing the difficulties in bringing the two 
parties together. Leaders of both PTA branches met at Tuskegee in the sum-
mer of 1950 and decided to revive the committee. A photo of the gathering, 
with the committee posing under the statue of Booker T. Washington, made 
the cover of the NCCPT’s magazine, but the gathering went without mention 
in the pages of the National Parent-Teacher. The Group Relations Committee 
met again at Tuskegee the following year and decided to attempt to build on 
the plan of work outlined five years earlier. By this time, the national officers 
of both branches decided they would work together for the common good, 
claiming it would be “one of the biggest contributions” the PTA could make 
“to the national welfare and to the future good of all our children.” In so doing, 
the committee resolved to make Group Relations a standing committee of the 
two PTA branches and instructed its state units to do the same. The committee 
was determined to work on equity issues, such as regularly scheduled confer-
ences on race relations, equity in education—especially in terms of personnel 
and school facilities—and adequate housing. The NCCPT found additional 
benefits of having the Group Relations Committee as a newly formed part of 
its infrastructure; in 1951 it used the new mechanism to request that the NCPT 
not usurp its authority by sending materials directly to its local units.57
 Having adapted a model—the group conversation method—that enabled 
the leaders of the segregated branches to communicate, the PTA formalized 
the Group Relations committees to coordinate and promote intercultural edu-
cation programs among its membership. The committees thereby carved out a 
“discursive arena” within the National PTA that was not there before. That is, 
while civic organizations enjoyed the benefits of face-to-face meetings, such 
interactions were not possible in a segregated association. A structure had to 
be imported to bring leaders of the two branches together. Needing a commit-
tee chair, the group selected the dynamic Deborah Partridge, a black scholar, 
to fill the job. At the time, Partridge was a visiting professor at New York Uni-
versity and an assistant professor at Queens College, and was doing postdoc-
toral work at the University of Pennsylvania. Within a year of her appointment 
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as chair, Partridge began to push for the “integration of all people into the 
[PTA] program,” calling for joint meetings between the two congresses beyond 
what had already been established. However, her call to action and the Group 
Relations Committee met with limited success. Within months, she was able 
to report that nine state units had developed programs on human relations, 
but little else transpired, as white Southerners were resistant to being active on 
the Group Relations committees.58
 Nevertheless, the NCCPT made the ideals of intercultural education part 
of its program and formed groups to work on racial harmony and educational 
equity. African American PTA leaders viewed intercultural understanding 
as “basic to the development of both character and citizenship.” Throughout 
these years, black and white local units were directed to utilize the talents 
and abilities of the different cultural groups in their communities, but the 
white PTA continued its focus on world cultures—promoting the purposes 
and activities of the UN and asking all members to support food and clothing 
drives for poorer nations and to show “unending patience in compromising 
differences within and among nations”—while the black PTA sustained its 
focus on racism in America. By the 1950s Rachel Davis DuBois had become a 
featured speaker at the annual meetings of the National Congress of Colored 
Parents and Teachers. She was among a list of well-known scholars to speak 
at the twenty-fifth anniversary of the NCCPT, along with Horace Mann Bond 
and local dignitaries such as Oscar J. Chapman, president of Delaware State 
College, and William J. Storey, the mayor of Dover, Delaware. In northeastern 
urban communities that experienced racial conflict, DuBois was called upon 
to lead group conversations to solve problems. When the conflict involved 
schools, DuBois favored having local PTA groups partake in the exchange. In 
her memoirs DuBois recounts one such day in the early 1950s in New York 
City:
After ten weeks of working together and sharing, a mothers’ group gathered 
in the coffee canteen of a West Side public school in Manhattan to celebrate in 
January’s zero weather the birth of two babies on the same day—one black and 
one white, brought to the PTA when a month old, by their mothers. The fun 
of sharing old-wives’ tales about birth and babies moved into a deep feeling 
of joy when they sang each other’s lullabies, while passing the babies around 
the circle.
In this recollection, DuBois romanticizes her hopes for intercultural educa-
tion and the group conversation method. It was a scenario that was, if at all 
accurate, rarely replayed in local PTA units around the nation and particularly 
in the South.59
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 Nonetheless, the NCPT could not, by 1950, ignore the importance of race 
relations in its program and objectives. “Human relations” became one of 
the points of the NCPT’s Four-Point program that year, and the black PTA 
devised programs and enlisted speakers to serve the goal. That year, Delaware 
conducted a program titled “Human Relations through the Parent-Teacher 
Program,” and Georgia’s president, Ethel Kight, emphasized “human under-
standing” during her tenure (1946–52). NCCPT leaders considered with irony 
the white PTA’s rhetoric on global understanding and the continuing existence 
of segregation and prejudice in the United States. Dr. John W. Davis, president 
of West Virginia State College and keynote speaker at the 1952 annual meet-
ing of the NCCPT, connected world understanding to the plight of African 
American youth for the delegates: “It is important that not only the salvation 
of the Negro be considered; this means salvation of all peoples, black, white, 
yellow, brown. The growth of the youth in Georgia has something to do with 
the total growth of youth in Indonesia, China.”60
 Unlike National Parent-Teacher, the NCCPT journal Our National Family 
featured discussions on prejudice, tolerance, and racial equality in virtually 
every issue, and local units remained focused on race work through curricu-
lar initiatives and community projects.61 Thus NCCPT leaders interpreted 
the PTA platform as supporting race work and capitalized on the emphasis 
on democracy to further equal educational opportunity. For example, in a 
piece titled “Problems of Prejudice,” Mrs. Charles L. Williams, an NCCPT 
officer, used war imagery in a manner similar to her white counterparts, but 
did not avoid critiquing the United States. “In our nation, the minorities are 
still behind the barbed wire fence of prejudice,” she wrote in 1952.62 Like the 
authors of the articles in National Parent-Teacher, Williams called for members 
to turn inward and examine their own lives and prejudices. Guest speakers 
at the black PTA’s annual meetings echoed the refrain, challenging democ-
racy as “weakest in the field of racial equality.” The journal promoted spe-
cial events in the community around racial pride, furthering the activities of 
Carter G. Woodson’s Association for the Study of Negro Life and History, such 
as Race Relations Day, Brotherhood Day, and Negro History Week. Beatrice 
Morgan, the outspoken president of the black PTA from 1949 to 1953, helped 
come up with the theme for the organization’s twenty-fifth anniversary that 
made clear the organization’s position: “Every Child an Equal Chance.” Mor-
gan gave her reasons for choosing this theme: because “three million Negro 
children in America are handicapped by the incident of color.” NCCPT lead-
ers did not just state their beliefs; they encouraged local units to speak out 
against inequality in constructive ways: “Develop the courage to speak up 
when things are unfair” and “Be cooperative,” they instructed members. As 
always, the burden was on the oppressed, as black PTA members worked to 
C h a P T e r  1
build interracial bridges. Maryland’s Colored Congress reported in 1951 that it 
had “increase[d] its efforts to promote more inter-racial activities in the State 
and local associations.” Black PTA leaders believed that the one of the best 
antidotes to racial discrimination was education for citizenship, what Morgan 
defined as “responsible citizenship[,] . . . the kind of education that will enable 
persons to make a confident, satisfactory, happy adjustment anywhere on this 
globe.”63
 Such efforts always had to be balanced, however, with the conservative 
political stance of the white PTA. As a result, black PTA officers found them-
selves in the difficult position of using the organization and its platform to 
challenge the status quo while seeking not to offend white PTA officers and 
members. The balancing act became all the more demanding as civil rights 
litigation heated up in the South and the prospect of the desegregation of 
schools appeared. The school equalization movement, begun in the 1930s, 
was favored by both blacks who wanted to make segregation expensive to 
force the issue and whites who wished to maintain a separate system of educa-
tion. School desegregation became a contentious point for PTA leaders at the 
state and local levels, which national officers had a difficult time managing. 
In 1950 the NAACP fought for the desegregation of schools in South Carolina 
with the Briggs v. Elliott case, but lost. Instead, Governor James Byrnes was 
instrumental in maintaining segregation with a $75 million school equaliza-
tion program, which the South Carolina’s Colored Congress of Parents and 
Teachers vowed to “carry out to the letter.” Black local units were instructed to 
“make inventories of their respective educational facilities on county and local 
levels and . . . [to present] their findings . . . to the education officials.” The 
Colored Congress responded, “We further urge the institution of court action, 
if that becomes necessary, to secure our objectives.”64 The white state PTA 
endorsed the measure as well, since it would help maintain separate schools. 
The white members of the South Carolina Congress of Parents and Teachers 
were implored to “act now” in making sure every member was registered to 
vote and did vote on “legislation that will provide equal educational opportu-
nities for our children in South Carolina.” Overall, the effort failed to equalize 
school facilities for African Americans because only 57 percent of the money 
collected through the special sales tax went to the separate schools. It was not 
enough to equalize the value of school properties in South Carolina, which 
stood at $19.7 million for black schools and $83.9 million for white ones. The 
South Carolina Colored Congress of Parents and Teachers (SCCCPT) would 
take on Governor Byrnes and the state legislature at least once more in the 
1950s, condemning the “vindictive action” proposed by his administration 
to remove the law providing for public schools from the state constitution. A 
handful of religious groups, the NAACP, the Palmetto Education Association, 
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and the state’s Colored Congress fought the attempt to deny blacks public 
education if desegregation became the law of the land. South Carolina’s white 
PTA remained silent on the matter. Eventually, South Carolina’s Colored Con-
gress backed away from the school equalization efforts to follow the lead of the 
NAACP in fighting for the desegregation of schools.65
 As civil rights organizations were gearing up for the battle in the courts 
to desegregate schools, members of the Colored Congress watched, listened, 
and volunteered when they could. The pages of Our National Family kept the 
membership informed by featuring articles by prominent civil rights leaders. 
A 1953 article by NAACP field secretary June Shagaloff argued that the move-
ment to equalize school facilities was “Superficial, because construction mate-
rials are not always of the best quality, school curricula, student-teacher ratio 
and teaching materials are often ignored.” It is ironic that Shagaloff ’s piece 
appeared in the same issue—on the same page, no less—in which NCCPT 
president Beatrice Morgan reported, “The shining new and up-to-date school 
plants, the rehabilitation of old ones, and the modern school supplies which I 
have observed as I have traveled over the states, dictate that a new personality 
may be born in the Negro boy and girl.” Nonetheless, one cannot assume that 
Morgan’s comments are to be taken as accommodationism; instead, such state-
ments were often intended to deceive—or at the very least, there was more to 
Morgan’s position than what appears at face value. NCCPT leaders knew that 
if schools and facilities were to be truly equalized, that would be a setback in 
race relations and equality. Morgan and other NCCPT leaders nonetheless 
reflect a tension that was a constant in the organization’s history. Whereas 
the NCPT advocated a “race-blind” approach to child welfare work, black 
PTA leaders understood that one could not raise young people and educate 
them without paying attention to race and racial inequality. In the pages of 
Our National Family, therefore, Morgan’s comments and other essays collec-
tively represented a site of resistance within a white-majority organization and 
offered a public forum for challenging segregation and racial equality.66
 However, even though the black PTA gave more time and attention to 
intergroup and intercultural relations than did the white PTA, it was not the 
foremost issue on local units’ agendas. Overall, by the 1950s little had changed 
in the National PTA program and activities, except that the NCCPT and its 
state and local units began to become more outspoken about racial equality. 
Black and white local-level meetings in the early 1950s looked similar to those 
of decades prior, with fundraising and social events dominating the monthly 
meetings. The all-white Sixth District PTA of South Carolina reported in 1953 
on its activities and accomplishments of that school year. One unit, the A. C. 
Moore PTA, explained that the theme chosen for that year was “The Child in 
a Democratic Community.” It held a series of Fathers’ Nights, and students put 
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on plays; officers gave reports on membership drives, school inspections, and 
fundraising activities. “Three paper drives and two coat hanger drives have 
been held. From these drives we have given $250 to the Library to purchase 
books.” The Arden PTA, in the same district, reported that a representative 
group of members attended a parent education workshop at Winthrop College 
that July. The theme was “Partners in Child Development” that year, and they 
had heard local judge J. T. Sloan speak on the “Function of Juvenile Courts 
and Synopsis of Juvenile Bill.” The Arden PTA also conducted a fair amount of 
fundraising: “A set of books were bought for the library and each room given 
$10 to be used for room improvement.” These reports were repeated around 
the country, each one detailing the ongoing efforts of women volunteers and 
their contributions to local schools.67
“Plan for a Changed PTA”: 
Transitions at Mid-Century
In the middle decades of the twentieth century, the modern PTA was forged 
with a membership in the millions, a far-reaching network, and the ability to 
sway national legislation. The organization was viewed by others, in particular 
the U.S. government, as a force to be reckoned with and an organization that 
could rally the average American around supporting such causes as the United 
Nations, school lunches, and the ubiquitous fundraisers. The NCCPT began 
to rely less on the NCPT for direction and guidance as it came into its own by 
the 1940s. With a relatively small but growing membership, the black PTA was 
developing its own program, based on the NCPT’s platform but informed by 
race and the fight for equality. The white PTA, too, began to include tolerance 
and understanding in its guiding principles, but tended to speak in terms of 
world tolerance and the understanding of peoples of different nations. None-
theless, the NCPT began again to consider racial inclusion and what it meant 
for the organization.
 By the early 1950s, the black PTA, in the manner of civil rights organiza-
tions, had become more vocal about the need for racial equality in all facets 
of American life. After World War II, conflict in Korea caused concern among 
the American public because the United Nations forces—with a consider-
able representation of American troops—had been deployed and were facing 
the formidable Chinese communist army. Americans’ hopes for worldwide 
peace were dashed as truce negotiations dragged on for years. NCCPT leaders 
followed closely the cases being tried in the Supreme Court and kept mem-
bers apprised of each new development. In 1952 Beatrice Morgan vacated the 
NCCPT president’s office in the association’s new digs in Dover, Delaware, 
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as Mayme Williams of Florida took over the leadership position at a crucial 
time. Referring to the issue that was on everyone’s mind, school desegregation, 
Williams established a committee “to study the problems and to formulate 
helpful policies, for the Congress planned to be ready with a definite but flex-
ible program whatever the decision of the United States Supreme Court might 
be.” Williams urged greater cooperation between the two PTA branches on a 
more level playing field. With her tenure began the tradition of the two PTA 
presidents speaking at each other’s annual meetings. During this time, the 
black PTA sought to show the white PTA it no longer needed it as an advisor, 
but as a peer. African American leaders, such as U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals 
Judge William Hastie, informed black PTA members at one annual meeting 
that they could ably serve the role of developing “reason and understanding in 
their own communities.” He thereby helped PTA members see themselves as 
an important part of the process of school desegregation by educating the pub-
lic. Portending challenges for the association in years to come, Hastie could 
not have been more right when he advised black PTA members to “plan for a 
changed PTA.”68
 Overall, by the early 1950s the PTA’s valuing of difference, race, and inclu-
sion had returned after not having been addressed in any public way for nearly 
fifty years, since the organization’s founding in 1897. At this time, however, 
the PTA was more directly challenged by society and its own members when 
it came to the Brown v. Board of Education decision and the enforcement of 
desegregation in the ensuing decades. With the passing of Brown the PTA 
faced the challenge of supporting desegregation not only in the schools but 
also within its own organization. After the Supreme Court’s decision was ren-
dered, both PTA branches issued their own statement of support, encouraging 
local and state units to work toward the integration of schools and PTA units.
 During the mid-twentieth century the black and white leaders of the PTA 
had created an administrative structure that would help facilitate integration: 
the Intergroup Relations committees. However, the committees were limited 
in their reach and effectiveness in uniting the two PTA branches and offer-
ing guidance on the desegregation of schools. Some committees addressed 
regional interests, such as religious diversity, while others did not meet at all. 
In some instances, the committees were effective, as in some border states, 
where the Intergroup Relations committees successfully negotiated desegrega-
tion of local units. While the white PTA’s national-level officers were opposed 
to segregation and tried to encourage the membership to work toward unifica-
tion of the PTA, they faced violent opposition from the white PTA units in the 
Deep South. By allowing each state to determine the pace of the desegregation 
of its units, the white PTA leadership set the stage for a protracted process of 
integration that lasted nearly twenty years.
ThE lAsT president of the National Congress of Colored Parents and Teachers, Clara B. Gay (1967–71), signed the organization’s unification 
plan in June 1970 without the unanimous backing of black PTA leaders across 
the South. Even though she supported desegregation, she struggled with the 
understanding that it meant the end of the Colored Congress. Despite her 
willingness to unite with the white PTA, Gay maintained, “Only black parents 
can speak for black children.” A Georgian who was educated at Knoxville Col-
lege in Tennessee and who received her master’s degree at Atlanta University, 
Gay was active in the Georgia Teachers and Education Association and the 
YWCA. Known as a steadfast leader, she negotiated the merger between the 
two parent-teacher associations in 1970 with white PTA president Pearl Price. 
Press releases from the NCPT headquarters in Chicago championed the move 
as being true to the founders’ original intentions of racial equality, but the 
merger was no partnership. It dissolved the black PTA and gave only a handful 
of its leaders token representation on the state and national levels of the organ-
ization. Black PTA leaders’ belief that the sacrifice was worth the long-term 
advantages was summed up in a statement, published in Our National Family, 
that the organization was “advancing as it diminishes.”1
 What NCPT president Pearl Price called the organization’s “finest hour” 
was, in fact, its most challenging one, and an event, after the decades of sepa-
rate work, that was the culmination of its racial practices and pronounce-
ments. As Price’s speech at the unification convention echoed the well-known 
Negro spiritual and Civil Rights era refrain—“At long last we have overcome 
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the barriers and surmounted the obstacles that kept us apart. We have over-
come, and we have come together to become one”—desegregation, in fact, 
spelled disaster for both branches of the PTA. Not only did black units lose 
the influence they had over separate schools, but membership dropped pre-
cipitously overall. The black and white PTA branches experienced their largest 
membership bases in the early 1960s, with a combined total of just over 12 
million members. However, by 1970 membership had declined to 9.5 mil-
lion and continued on its downward slide to a low of 5.2 million members in 
1982. With desegregation and other forces, such as the women’s movement 
and changes in the workplace, PTA membership was cut by more than half in 
just two decades.2
 This chapter examines the effects of the Brown v. Board of Education deci-
sion on the PTA and how its members reacted to the watershed ruling. Fol-
lowing the lead of David M. Callejo-Pérez, who argues that the “Civil rights 
historiography has tended to emphasize the extraordinary and the exciting 
over the mundane,” I explore the commonplace interactions between and 
among black and white PTA leaders as some Southern units supported Brown 
while others challenged it. Taking the form of debates and discussions—all 
within the organizational infrastructure, such as at meetings and through 
proper communication channels between the two branches—black and white 
members deliberated whether to remain with the federation. At this time, the 
PTA was forced to face one of its key founding principles: that in the interest 
of child welfare, it would not discriminate based on race. Racism and discrimi-
nation played out in the discursive arena offered at PTA meetings at the local 
level, in state-level intergroup relations meetings, and through the journals of 
both PTAs, as the NCPT and NCCPT directed Southern units to desegregate 
in May 1954. However, the discursive arena, or public space allowed for by 
the PTA as a civic association, was never fully realized, because of the organ-
ization’s completely segregated federation. After decades of separate work, it 
was too difficult to bring black and white members together in a common 
setting to have them ponder the advantages of an integrated association.3
 The process of desegregating the PTA, which meant including the Colored 
Congress in full membership, took nearly twenty years, because the white 
national-level leadership remained true to its well-worn policy of deferring to 
state and local units to manage their own affairs. Therefore, the timeline for 
desegregation was to be determined by each state unit’s leaders. What trans-
pired was the state-by-state annexation of black PTA units beginning with the 
border states. By the late 1960s, a few hold-out state units remained in the 
Deep South, as white PTA units refused to allow for the full participation of 
black members. Even when unification went smoothly, black members left the 
association because they did not feel welcome at local meetings. In some areas, 
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white PTA membership dropped because of members’ refusal to serve in the 
same civic organization with African Americans. The PTA, therefore, did not 
become officially integrated until the unification of the national-level offices 
in 1970.
The Brown Decision and the PTA
The experience of fighting overseas in World War II led African Americans to 
become increasingly radicalized and intolerant of inequalities on the home-
front. The battle to desegregate schools had begun but was slow and haphaz-
ard, with each local community dealing with its particular needs and interests. 
Each case was fought separately until Thurgood Marshall and the NAACP 
decided they would challenge the constitutionality of segregation once and 
for all. In Brown four states were represented: Kansas, Virginia, Delaware, and 
South Carolina. The landmark ruling maintained that “Separate educational 
facilities are inherently unequal,” which thereby quashed the earlier precedent 
of Plessy v. Ferguson. The decision, however, did not give a timeline for deseg-
regation, nor did it outline how the feat was to be accomplished. As a result, 
the Supreme Court issued the ruling known as Brown II in 1955, which is 
characterized by the phrase “all deliberate speed.” Brown II put the onus on 
states and their courts to oversee and enforce desegregation; however, as one 
historian put it, “Under these circumstances ‘deliberate’ inevitably outweighed 
‘speed.’”4
 The Brown decision was just as much a watershed ruling for the PTA as it 
was for schools, because it forced the association to face its own segregationist 
practices. The organization responded rapidly to the Supreme Court’s deci-
sion as white leaders outside the South supported the mandate and viewed 
the desegregation of schools as a worthwhile and significant achievement to 
be attained. White PTA leaders were already heading in that direction anyway, 
given their increasing calls for tolerance and understanding in the organiza-
tion and U.S. society as discussed in the previous chapter. At the White House 
Conference on Children and Youth in December 1950, the NCPT publicly 
stated its position that “racial segregation in education be abolished.” Less than 
one week after Brown was announced, the Board of Managers of the white 
PTA convened in Atlantic City for its annual session and drafted a response 
for members. It read, in part, “Educational integration of different races is pro-
ceeding rapidly in some communities; it will require a longer transition period 
in others. The National Congress urges parent-teacher leaders, in cooperation 
with schools and other governmental authorities in each community, to study 
and pursue effective means in working toward integrated education for all 
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children.” Thus, the NCPT’s position was unequivocal. While other segregated 
educational associations, such as the NEA, took longer to react publicly to 
Brown, the PTA was among the first to make a formal statement supporting 
its directive, although it took years to put those words into action.5
 Since the white and black PTA branches were coexisting by this time as 
virtually separate entities united by a common agenda, the NCCPT issued its 
own “Resolution on Integration” instead of just reiterating the NCPT’s proc-
lamation. Adopted at the NCCPT’s annual meeting in Oklahoma on June 22, 
1954, the decree commended the actions of the Supreme Court and directed 
state units to “develop an action program to achieve the goals of complete 
integration within its state.” Black PTA leaders maintained that the organ-
ization’s Intergroup Relations Committee would continue to meet with that 
of the NCPT in an effort to integrate the organizations, and they encouraged 
each state-level committee to do the same.6
 The years immediately following Brown were characterized by cautious 
optimism in the black PTA and among African American leaders and educa-
tors. In the aftermath of the Brown decision, NCCPT president Mayme Wil-
liams announced, “In spite of wars, atomic bombs and frustrations, these are 
wonderful days for one to be alive.” Her state units reported on the themes 
of their annual meetings, such as Virginia’s focus on “What Kind of Educa-
tion for Integration?,” and the journal Our National Family began regular fea-
tures on the Supreme Court’s decision and the impact of Brown. The journal 
included suggestions on how black parents could help their children interact 
in integrated settings by encouraging them to take trips and tours to acclimate 
the young people to the wider community. The years of NCCPT leaders’ call-
ing for democratic practices to be followed in the PTA and in schools and 
communities was finally coming to fruition; the reality was catching up with 
the rhetoric, or so NCCPT leaders hoped. At least one member raised the 
unthinkable question at a PTA workshop in West Virginia: “What is the Future 
Role of the National Congress of Colored Parents and Teachers now that the 
Supreme Court has ruled segregation in public schools unconstitutional?,” but 
the question did not prompt any major concerns among the NCCPT’s leaders 
at the time.7
 However, as many soon realized, change was not going to come easily or 
quickly in the schools or in the PTA. By the time the Brown decision was ren-
dered, de jure segregation was practiced in the District of Columbia and sev-
enteen states, which had segregated PTA units: Alabama, Arkansas, Delaware, 
Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Maryland, Mississippi, Missouri, North 
Carolina, Oklahoma, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, Virginia, and West 
Virginia. Kansas and New Mexico also practiced segregation, so these states 
had officially organized Colored Congresses as well, bringing the total of black 
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PTA units to twenty overall. As Thurgood Marshall called for completely inte-
grated school systems in the United States by 1956, Southern states resisted, 
claiming that local interests needed to be respected and suggesting that “the 
problem required something more than a judicial decision for its solution.” 
Rabid segregationists in what Tuskegee sociologist Lewis W. Jones called “the 
hard-core states” of Mississippi, Alabama, Georgia, South Carolina, and Loui-
siana undertook intense extralegal action to defend separate schools. In these 
same states the parent-teacher associations were the last to desegregate, as 
the NCPT’s response to Brown stunned white units in the Deep South who 
refused to act on what they perceived as a mandate to integrate. A Supreme 
Court ruling was one thing, but to be told what to do by the leaders of a 
voluntary association was an entirely different matter; within the framework 
of the federation, members had considerable power to resist the authority of 
national-level leaders. Because letting local interests drive the PTA agenda was 
a commonly accepted practice, white units in the South dragged their feet, 
refusing to join with black units.8
 In the border states, school desegregation was proceeding by late 1955 
in such places as Washington, DC, Baltimore, and Kansas City. In fact, most 
states did at least make some attempts at beginning to desegregate, with the 
exception of the hard-core states—Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, 
and South Carolina—as well as Florida, which put up the strongest opposition 
to desegregation.9 Within a decade, school desegregation was proceeding so 
slowly that the Civil Rights Act of 1964 was passed, in part, to speed its pace 
by linking federal funding to integration. However, even the law and finan-
cial incentives could not sway pro-segregationists, who found ways around 
the Civil Rights Act and Brown by trying various tactics with mixed success, 
such as pupil placement plans, freedom of choice plans, neighborhood zoning 
plans, and parental preference statutes. Private schools grew during this time 
as well, leaving Southern schools with still only 2 percent of the South’s black 
students in schools with whites.10 Yet, after 1965, with the Civil Rights Act and 
the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), which included similar 
provisions, change became noticeable as most Americans came to accept the 
idea of integration, which meant having a handful of black students in schools 
with white children.11
 Arguably, the greatest impact the Brown decision had on the PTA was on 
its membership. While both black and white congresses grew steadily dur-
ing the period 1920 to 1960, the Civil Rights movement and desegregation 
affected the membership of local and state associations in the South. What 
transpired, though, is counterintuitive. With desegregation, one might expect 
the membership in the white PTA to increase as it began to include black 
members in its tabulations. Following this, one would expect membership in 
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the black PTA overall to decline, given that it was being absorbed into white 
PTA units. Quite a different phenomenon occurred; beginning in the early 
1950s, black units increased—some significantly—while by the early 1960s, 
white Southern units registered declines in membership. This trend continued 
for each branch of the PTA through 1970, the point of integration—or unifica-
tion as PTA leaders called it—of the organization.
 Although the NCPT units in Louisiana, Kansas, and New Mexico experi-
enced declining memberships beginning in 1961, the largest exodus of white 
members began in the mid-1960s, with the majority of states beginning to 
show significant losses in 1966 (AL, AK, FL, GA, MO, NC, SC, TX, VA, and 
DC). Crawford and Levitt reveal that the losses in the South were proportion-
ately larger than in other areas of the country. They calculate that in 1970–71, 
while the National PTA membership declined by 5 percent, 28 percent of this 
loss came from seven Southern states, and “close to 18 percent came from Mis-
sissippi, Florida, and North Carolina alone.” By the mid-1960s, because of the 
Civil Rights Act and the ESEA, the pace of desegregation in the schools picked 
up. However, instead of the integrated National PTA growing by a quarter of 
a million members—the total membership of the National Congress of Col-
ored Parents and Teachers in the mid-1960s—membership in the PTA overall 
dropped. With the push for desegregation, whites in the Deep South left the 
PTA by the thousands, showing that they did not want to be in an integrated 
organization. While other scholars have suggested additional reasons for the 
declining membership, such as the women’s movement, the consolidation of 
school districts, the rise of competing organizations, and dues increases the 
PTA enforced during those years, I maintain that the desegregation of schools 
stands out as having had the greatest negative impact on PTA membership. It 
struck a blow from which the organization has never recovered.12
 A most striking development was the growth of black PTA units in the 
Deep South from Brown to the late 1960s, which reveals leaders’ wishes to 
maintain a measure of control over the education of black children during a 
period of great uncertainty. Even though the NCCPT supported the integra-
tion of schools, the organization’s state and local units did not desegregate 
swiftly; ten years after Brown the NCCPT had lost only six of its twenty state 
units to desegregation. Black state units instituted successful membership 
drives in the post-Brown years, in large part to strengthen black represen-
tation in what was hoped would be a more integrated and equal society. It 
was a time of building the organization, as numerous PTA workshops and 
“schools of instruction” were offered and three states—Mississippi, Florida, 
and Louisiana—established permanent offices. The rise in membership can be 
read as resistance, with many African American citizens anticipating the chal-
lenges they would face; these losses mirrored those of black principals and the 
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teaching force. While teachers in larger urban districts were less likely to lose 
their jobs once schools desegregated in their area, those in smaller districts 
experienced great attrition as their schools were absorbed by white schools 
that were bigger and had better facilities. Therefore, black teachers and princi-
pals were displaced beginning shortly after Brown, and a similar phenomenon 
happened with PTA members. However, the situation was different because 
one cannot fire a volunteer. Instead, black members felt that they were unwel-
come at integrated PTA meetings and that meetings run by white PTA local 
leaders did not address their needs.13
 Despite the knowledge of the losses that black communities and schools 
would experience, the majority of black PTA members nonetheless supported 
school desegregation as the greater good. Around the South, black PTA lead-
ers vocalized support in their own meetings, periodicals, and other public 
venues. The Tennessee Congress of Colored Parents and Teachers, which was 
15,000 strong at the time of the Brown decision, sent a statement to the Ten-
nessee General Assembly expressing their view that “the feeling of blacks [is] 
that the best interest of all people of Tennessee will be served if the Supreme 
Court Decision outlawing public school segregation is implemented without 
an attempt at circumvention.” African American educators and PTA members 
knew, however, that much more than employment was at stake; no longer 
would schools be filled with black teachers to instill racial pride. Many believed 
a dearth of black teachers would inhibit black children from “expressing them-
selves naturally,” as white teachers would not understand them. Hence, many 
knew that desegregation signaled the end of the cultural leadership of black 
teachers.14
 The NCCPT membership drives of the 1950s and 1960s were remarkably 
successful. For example, from 1955 to 1956, Florida increased its membership 
96.6 percent; South Carolina 44.6 percent; Louisiana 20 percent; Alabama 15 
percent; and Arkansas 12.7 percent. The Texas Colored Congress of Parents 
and Teachers had a respectable increase around that time, its membership 
having gone from 4,800 to 8,700. Its membership chair set an ambitious goal of 
60,000 that year, which was never attained but signaled a desire to strengthen 
its presence in schools and communities. Overall, the membership of NCCPT 
units grew steadily during the 1950s and 1960s as the organization’s leaders 
in 1955 decided on the “ultimate goal” of one million members, aiming for a 
quarter of a million members by 1957. It did not reach a quarter of a million 
until 1961, which turned out to be the highest recorded total in the NCCPT’s 
history. In many of the state units, such as Virginia, Tennessee, and Geor-
gia, membership continued to increase until the late 1960s, when the NCPT 
announced plans to unify with the NCCPT. This surge in membership offset 
the losses to desegregation of the black PTA state units as the border states 
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began to integrate immediately after Brown. In other words, a comparison of 
national membership figures with the number of state units reveals that black 
PTA membership was at its peak in 1961 with only half of the original twenty 
state units remaining (see figure 5.1).15
 Throughout these years, intergroup relations agencies stepped up resources 
and staffing to meet the challenge of desegregation and improving race rela-
tions. Although the PTA’s national-level Intergroup Relations Committee had 
been meeting annually since it was formed in 1946, both black and white offi-
cers wanted greater participation at the state level. The state-level committees, 
which were to be composed of representatives from the black and white con-
gresses, were a means to bridge the ethnic and racial differences among mem-
bers. As organizational guidelines explained, the purposes of the committees 
were to provide members a chance to “get to know members of both races” 
and to “plot signs of progress and discuss difficulties faced by each group, and 
explore ways of overcoming them. . . . [and to] set aside suspicion and misun-
derstanding as to the motives of each group.” They also were to come up with 
a plan of action and invite speakers of “both races” to lead discussions and join 
study groups.16
 In practice, the Intergroup Relations committees enjoyed mixed success. 
Predictably, the committees in the border-state units were the most produc-
tive, while the white members of the Intergroup Relations committees in the 
Deep South were the most resistant to change, with members even refusing to 
attend meetings. Black PTA histories note that Maryland and Kentucky had 
Intergroup Relations committees that focused on “interracial harmony,” while 
the Kansas black branch reported that their officers established “Excellent 
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intergroup relations as study groups and workshops were emphasized.” In the 
best-case scenario, Kentucky’s committee became a part of the white state PTA 
infrastructure. Kentucky had a relatively open-minded approach to the pro-
cess, as Intergroup Relations committees around the state were coordinated 
by a group of educators at the University of Kentucky, who began holding 
annual summer workshops in 1950. In other states, such as Alabama, Inter-
group Relations committees were not as effective as national-level PTA leaders 
had hoped. Moreover, Alabama’s white PTA officers had to be prodded to hold 
regular meetings, and when they did, they were secretive about them: they 
kept the committee meetings and minutes off the official record. In contrast, 
Alabama’s black PTA leaders viewed the Intergroup Relations Committee as 
important, documented its activities and proceedings, and often held meet-
ings without white members.17
 Therefore, PTA units in the South had a scattered and uneven invest-
ment of Intergroup Relations Committee members. By 1965 black and white 
national leaders devised a means by which committee members could call on 
a national liaison as needed, echoing the extension efforts of the 1920s. Also, 
using the federated structure, they encouraged the formation of county- and 
city-level Intergroup Relations committees to carry out the work, and asked 
that reports be submitted on a regular basis. As calls for desegregation were 
stepped up after the Civil Rights Act, both PTA presidents requested written 
updates on Intergroup Relations committees’ activities and plans. The NCCPT 
reported to its membership in 1967 that the ultimate goal of the intergroup 
relations committees of the remaining nine state units was to “play an inte-
gral role in facilitating a merger that will be effective and functional.” Yet the 
Intergroup Relations committees of the PTA were much more effective in the 
border states than in the Deep South in coordinating a smooth transition to a 
unified organization.18
“You Must Earn Your Place”: 
PTA Desegregation in the Border States
As the border-state units successfully employed their Intergroup Relations 
committees in negotiating unification and took on the role of educating the 
public about the virtues of integrated school systems, desegregation of the 
PTA in those states became a relatively unremarkable event. From 1954 to 
1955, the NCCPT lost six state units, in New Mexico, Missouri, Oklahoma, 
Washington, DC, Maryland, and Kansas, with the desegregation of the PTA 
in those states. The Delaware PTA remained atypical: even though its black 
and white state units did not officially merge until 1966, they worked closely 
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together since the relationship between the two congresses had always been 
congenial.19 New Mexico, which had created a black PTA unit in 1944, was 
the first to desegregate, because of the low numbers of black members.20 In 
1954 the Washington, DC, Intergroup Relations Committee took only a year 
to work out the details and merge its two organizations, tackling the white 
parents’ central concern: “Would educational standards be lowered because 
of integration?” John R. Gilliland, the white president of the newly unified 
Congress of Parents and Teachers, sought to “bring all parent-teacher associa-
tion members in to one group because their purpose and standards were the 
same,” and announced that the idea of two separate groups was “ridiculous.” 
The Washington, DC, Colored Congress noted that the merger increased the 
membership of the integrated organization by fourteen thousand.21
 In some areas, even though the transition to unification came with ease, 
black PTA leaders began to experience an erosion of power. In Missouri, the 
Colored Congress reported on its unification with the state’s white PTA in 
1955: “integration proceeded smoothly, without difficulty or friction.” Follow-
ing this, the Kansas Congress of Colored Parents and Teachers held its final 
convention in the spring of 1955, at which it willingly voted “to dissolve and 
become part of the Kansas Congress of Parents and Teachers.” However, as 
black units were accepted into the Kansas City, Missouri, PTA Council, they 
became increasingly concerned about maintaining representation in leader-
ship positions. Mrs. Walter Curnett, the white president of the Kansas City 
PTA Council, informed black PTA members, “When you come into a majority 
group . . . you must earn your place. We would not be sincere if we gave you an 
office just because you are a Negro and held an office in a Negro P.T.A. group. 
If you proved qualified for office, rest assured that you will be chosen to serve.” 
This became the main question on NCCPT members’ minds: would black 
members be given adequate leadership representation in an integrated PTA? 
Within those integrated state units, some black members were appointed to 
chair committees, while many more waited and hoped to be elected at some 
point in the future.22
 In general, it is difficult to establish just exactly what PTA members expe-
rienced during the period of unification beyond the basic facts because of con-
siderable gaps in the historical record. In some locations—typically the border 
states—white PTA members initiated the unification of the PTA in their state, 
while in others, usually in the Deep South, whites resisted. Overall, black PTA 
members were supportive of integration but wanted to maintain a voice in the 
unified organization. The white PTA had the freedom not to have to address 
race, while the black PTA wove discussions of race and equality into virtually 
every facet of its work. For instance, while the NCPT in 1956 adopted as its 
slogan “The Family and the Community: Each Shapes the Other; the PTA 
C h a P T e r  1
Serves Both,” the slogan for the NCCPT that year was far more parsimonious 
and focused on the central task at hand: “Building Together.”23
 Discussions of race and desegregation almost never appear in the minutes, 
proceedings, and other organizational papers of white PTA units, especially in 
the South, and when such matters are addressed, they are given only cursory 
mention. To compound matters, few black PTA records were saved for poster-
ity. The Kentucky Congress of Parents and Teachers (KCPT) typifies this fact: 
although an active and robust Kentucky Colored Congress existed, I could 
locate hardly any documentation of its work and leaders. It was created in 
1921, just two years after the white Kentucky PTA was organized, and joined 
the National Congress of Colored Parents and Teachers in 1927. In 1954 it 
enjoyed its peak membership of 4,000 and approximately 80 local units, after 
which membership declined. In contrast, Kentucky’s white PTA was founded 
around 1919 with 16,000 members and had over 150,000 members in nearly 
700 units in 1954. Membership for the white organization continued to increase 
to a high of 227,000 in 1969, after which it began a slow but steady decline.24
 Membership data tell only one side of the story; one may trace the con-
tours of the relationship between the two organizations in Kentucky from the 
reports of the Group Relations Committee, though it is a mere sketch. On 
April 25, 1955, the all-white KCPT convened a state-level Group Relations 
Committee to respond to the NCPT leaders’ request that all state units act on 
the Supreme Court’s ruling. Its Board declared:
No issue will face us in this generation which will be a greater challenge to liv-
ing in accordance with our moral and spiritual values than that of how we react 
to desegregation in our schools. . . . We will work, therefore, to implement the 
integration program in whatever way the court decrees, realizing this is not 
just a matter of school administrators, but for the parents of the children and 
for other citizens.
Thus it was the intention of the KCPT to comply with the NCPT’s request to 
work toward integration.25
 The Kentucky State Board of Education met in June 1955 and passed a 
resolution that school desegregation should proceed as rapidly as possible, 
given that overall conditions in Kentucky were favorable regarding the deseg-
regation of schools and social spaces. In September of that year, the KCPT’s 
Group Relations Committee had convened once again and recommended that 
local PTA units “cooperate fully in carrying out whatever plans for integration” 
superintendents and boards of education were making for districts around the 
state. By the end of the following year, school desegregation in Kentucky was 
beginning to have an impact, with approximately 25 percent of the state’s 180 
school districts implementing some form of desegregation. Resistance could 
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be found in some places, such as Louisville, where a white Citizens’ Council 
was formed to challenge integration, though as one contemporary observer 
noted, no “critical incidents” were reported.26
 In the spring of 1956, the white members of the Group Relations Com-
mittee decided to arrange a meeting with representatives from the Kentucky 
Congress of Colored Parents and Teachers (KCCPT) to discuss desegregation 
and how to implement it both in their own ranks and in the schools. Members 
of Kentucky’s two PTA branches discussed the challenges of desegregation 
and considered the importance of parents’ responsibility in shaping attitudes 
about race, ethnicity, and difference. Inasmuch as the KCPT supported school 
desegregation and wanted to work with the members of the black PTA in their 
state, they did not wish to cede control of the organization to African Ameri-
can officers. They planned a meeting to “discuss plans for solving the possible 
integration problems inherent in the future of the two Congresses,” as they 
maintained that “the selection of Discussion Leader be left to the discretion of 
the president of the Kentucky Congress of Parents and Teachers.”27
 The KCPT met with black representatives in September 1956, only to 
find out that the Kentucky Colored Congress voted to continue as a separate 
state unit because, its leaders argued, a separate organization “could still be 
of great service” to African Americans in that state. The decision reflected a 
trend throughout the South among local and state black PTA units: the wish 
to remain segregated in order to maintain control within black communi-
ties and over the education of African American children. Similar lines of 
reasoning could be found in the state units of Delaware and West Virginia. 
One participant at a workshop in West Virginia contended, “The problems 
that face Negro youth in the period during which public education is being 
desegregated makes an organization like the National Congress of Colored 
Parents and Teachers necessary, but its objectives must be expanded to meet 
these problems.” Ironically, one of the suggestions was that the NCCPT help 
cultivate “wholesome attitudes toward the integration of public education.” By 
this time, black state units were fully developed in their own right with capa-
ble leaders, a growing membership, and successful programs and activities in 
the schools. The decision of Kentucky’s Colored Congress to remain separate 
left the white PTA between a rock and a hard place; the National PTA’s offi-
cial pronouncement was clear that that all Southern PTA units should work 
toward desegregation. At the KCPT Board of Managers’ next meeting, con-
cerned about accusations that they were not following the guidelines set forth 
by the national leadership, state officers went on record as “being in accord 
with the statement of policy of the National Congress of Parents and Teachers 
on the United States Supreme Court decision regarding desegregation.” White 
state leaders interpreted the statement as official PTA policy and wanted the 
state’s black PTA to comply. Kentucky’s Colored Congress continued meeting 
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separately over the next fifteen years as contemporaries noted that the state had 
made “astonishing progress in the desegregation and integration of students.” 
KCPT’s Group Relations Committee met and reported on its activities, but it 
was largely ineffective. It put forth one pronouncement after another in favor 
of desegregation, but was powerless to bring about action since the KCCPT 
wished to remain separate, even as the majority of Kentucky’s schools were 
integrated between 1958 and 1960. White state-level PTA members remained 
concerned; at the January 1958 meeting of the Group Relations Committee, 
leaders stated, “It is the feeling . . . of the committee that desegregation and 
integration of the White and Negro ethnic groups (or races) is Kentucky’s 
number one problem as far as group relations is concerned.”28
 The KCPT continued to pay expenses for the black members of the Group 
Relations Committee, an incentive endorsed by the national office since the 
Colored Congress still struggled with financial solvency. The committee con-
tinued to meet through the 1960s to address what they called “problems of 
mutual interest” but did not elaborate on in meeting minutes. Then, in 1961, 
the two Group Relations committees met to again discuss the matter of inte-
gration. The meeting was difficult, as both sides presented their positions and 
discussed the difference between integration and absorption, two terms ban-
died about by Southern state units during this time. KCPT leaders posited 
that integration was the “law of the land” and based their argument on the 
citizenship tenet of the PTA program, claiming members should be “law-abid-
ing citizens” and work for desegregation. KCCPT officers did not disagree, 
but shared their concerns that the Colored Congress continue as “a training 
ground for leaders of the race to intelligently battle the problem of the day.” 
Furthermore, black PTA leaders explained that they felt “strongly that they 
could minister to the spiritual, social, and cultural and educational needs of 
the parents and students at least until integration became an accepted thing.” 
The only matter on which the two organizations could agree was to continue 
meeting on a regular basis.29
 Kentucky’s Colored Congress continued to remain independent and main-
tain a national presence in the larger NCCPT through the mid-1960s. State 
leader Minnie Hitch, who had served on the Group Relations Committee, was 
elected president of the NCCPT from 1964 to 1967. Hitch’s presidential plat-
form was “Aspiring for One World,” revealing to black PTA workers in Ken-
tucky and around the South that the two PTA branches intended to become 
one before long. At the fortieth convention of the NCCPT, Hitch articulated 
black PTA leaders’ hopes that they continue to maintain a voice and a pres-
ence in the unified organization: “Yes, we know the time is close at hand when 
P.T.A. will be one organization with many sub-groups in many regions. As 
we welcome one world so we welcome one P.T.A., but I want to live until I’m 
counted, until my qualities are seen, felt and are notable among the accom-
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plishments of other organizations that are included.” White PTA workers in 
Kentucky were thrilled and sent congratulations to their fellow PTA worker on 
her national leadership role. Realizing that time was short, Kentucky’s Colored 
Congress tried to strike a compromise that would keep its membership base, 
and, hopefully, with it the control it had in the black community, by employing 
a novel strategy. Since it did not want to be absorbed by the white PTA and 
lose members as a result, it left the federation, became an independent asso-
ciation, and changed its name to the Kentucky Parent League. Then it applied 
for membership in the KCPT. It was an attempt to keep its leadership, mem-
bers, and activities intact as it joined with the white association. KCPT leaders 
welcomed the Kentucky Parent League in 1966, signaling the beginning of a 
unified PTA in that state. Ultimately, however, the tactic did not work, since 
few African Americans rose to leadership positions over the next decade in 
Kentucky’s newly integrated PTA.30
 In the fall of 1967, the school year began with only nine remaining state 
units of the National Congress of Colored Parents and Teachers, having 
dropped from twenty in 1954 as a result of desegregation. The NCCPT had 
lost five over the summer of 1967: Delaware, Kentucky, Maryland, Tennes-
see, and West Virginia. Black and white national PTA leaders were growing 
increasingly frustrated with the remaining segregated state units as they began 
to realize that it was ineffective to defer to Southern state leaders to determine 
the pace of and plan for unification. As a result, they stepped up the pres-
sure to merge black and white units while working within the constraints of 
the organization and its bylaws. They began to require state-level Intergroup 
Relations committees to submit progress reports to the white national office. 
By this time, the national leadership of both PTA branches were becoming 
more outspoken about the inevitability of the unification of the two orga-
nizations. The NCPT did not have to become as involved with the situation 
in Kentucky as it did in other states, particularly in the Deep South, where 
resistance to desegregation was much stronger and the reactions of white 
segregationists much more volatile. Moreover, members and leaders in black 
units in those states had mixed feelings about their willingness to unite with 
the white PTA, just as they had become ambivalent by the late 1960s about 
school desegregation.31
“This Request I Cannot Submit to”:
The Brown Decision and PTA Units in the Deep South
The desegregation of PTA units in the Deep South took much longer—until 
1970 for the last four units—to integrate than in the border states, as the 
response of white-segregationist PTA members varied from silent evasion to 
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outright defiance. In Georgia and Alabama, two states that refused to integrate 
until the 1970 national merger, white and black PTA leaders held different 
stances and attempted different strategies with the push for unification. In 
Georgia, specifically in Atlanta, the white PTA did not take part in the public 
debate over the desegregation of schools, while the black PTA remained a 
vocal presence (see figure 5.2). In neighborhoods in which white PTA women 
were supportive of integration, they hoped it would be limited. In contrast, 
Kathryn Nasstrom argues, black parents viewed schools as “institutions where 
family and community met, each reinforcing the other, [while white] segrega-
tionists saw integrated schools as a threat to families.” In Alabama, the white 
PTA fought at the local level against desegregation of the PTA and schools, 
based on the Southern tradition of states’ rights. Black PTA leaders, despite 
knowing that much control and leadership would be lost in their association, 
worked to end segregation of schools and the PTA in that state. Their means 
were not direct or explicit, for that would prove too dangerous, but they acted 
through existing channels of communication within the organization to take 
on Alabama’s white PTA and its racist practices. In Atlanta, a more liberal 
approach to race relations offered a different context for the unification of the 
two PTA branches, although interactions between black and white PTA lead-
ers in Georgia were not always genial.32
 The case of Alabama after the Brown decision illustrates the reaction of 
white segregationist PTA members in the Deep South. Like other Southern 
states, Alabama has a history of inequitable distribution of funding for black 
schools because of laws put into place during the Progressive era. The provi-
sions of the Apportionment Act of 1891 gave local officials the discretion to 
distribute school funding as they wished, leaving black schools grossly under-
funded into the twentieth century. In the early twentieth century, a system of 
schools was established, and enrollments increased through the first half of the 
century. From 1900 to 1930, enrollments of white students in public schools 
grew from 55.9 to 76.9 percent, and of black students from 43.4 to 61.0 per-
cent. In 1920, the average length of the school year in rural areas was 87 days 
for blacks, and in 1938 it grew to 142 days. In urban areas over the same period 
it went from 155 to 175 days. As the schools grew, so did Alabama’s parent-
teacher association. Black and white PTA units were active over the course of 
the century in this vastly rural state.33
 The all-white Alabama Congress of Parents and Teachers (ACPT) was 
organized in Alabama in 1911, uniting the local mothers’ and women’s clubs 
around the state. A network of black clubs developed in a fashion parallel 
to the ACPT during the same time. The African American Alabama State 
Mothers’ League was founded in 1914 and changed its name to the Alabama 
State PTA in 1924. In 1926 representatives of the black State PTA attended the 
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organizational meeting of the National Congress of Colored Parents and 
Teachers and became one of the original four states to join. Thereafter it was 
known as the Alabama Congress of Colored Parents and Teachers (ACCPT). 
The white PTA in Alabama was active in the usual activities, from holding can-
ning demonstrations during World War I, to selling war bonds during World 
War II, giving scholarships to students who wanted to become teachers, and 
networking with other associations to more effectively carry out its program. 
Also, the Alabama white Congress implemented civic education initiatives 
from the Depression years until the 1970s. The Colored Congress of Alabama 
undertook similar pursuits, such as planting trees to honor the organization’s 
founders, awarding college scholarships, and coordinating health initiatives 
around the state.34
 The example of how the PTA in Alabama reacted to the Brown decision 
reveals state-level machinations of white segregationists, white PTA leaders 
who sought to appease various constituencies, and black PTA members who 
worked for desegregation even as they knew the cost would be great to their 
own organization. Alabama was typical of the holdout states in regard to the 
reaction of its black and white members. White PTA members in these states 
sought to stave off desegregation in order to preserve what they called the 
Southern way of life and to maintain control over schools and curricula. Black 
PTA workers in the same states debated what would be lost with unification 
and ultimately came to the conclusion by the mid-1960s that to do so was 
the greater good. All the while, black PTA leaders increased their member-
ship base in order to facilitate a strong transition to an integrated PTA. How-
ever, Alabama is unique among PTA units in the holdout states in at least one 
respect; a splinter group of white leaders sought to undermine the federation 
by convincing local units to drop out of the organization and cease to pay 
dues. It worked for a short time, as the ACPT lost 10 percent of its members 
from 1956 to 1957. It was the only state in the Deep South to experience such 
a decline in membership directly after Brown. The case of Alabama may just 
have set the stage, though, for later membership declines, as the merger of the 
two associations became imminent and as schools in those states began to 
desegregate as a result of the ESEA and Civil Rights Act.35
 The NCPT’s appeal, issued on May 22, 1954, for its state and local units 
to “study and pursue effective means in working toward integrated education 
for all children” set off shock waves through Alabama. While the Alabama 
Congress of Colored Parents and Teachers celebrated and discussed how to 
develop a “Wholesome Attitude toward Integration” at its fortieth annual 
meeting, white PTA workers reacted to what they perceived as a threat to 
a well-established tradition. Other segregationist organizations joined the 
debate; Olin Horton, the President of the American States’ Rights Association, 
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which was based in Birmingham, circulated a letter to all PTA members in the 
state imploring them to take a stand against the NCPT. Misinformation spread 
around the state despite the organization’s well-oiled communication system. 
One PTA member wrote a local paper insisting the organization “has no policy 
on integration,” revealing members’ desire to know whether the statement was 
a suggestion or directive. The ambiguity prompted Mary N. Sellers, president 
of the Bellinger Hill [Alabama] PTA to write to Ethel G. Brown, the NCPT 
president (1955–58), to ask for clarification on the matter. Sellers wrote, “As 
you have probably read our State is in the midst of a turmoil concerning inte-
gration in our schools. We in our local PTA would like to know the National 
Policy and feeling of the National Parent-Teacher Organization on the ques-
tion of non-segregated schools.” Brown’s response was parsimonious, reflect-
ing national officers’ unease with the situation and their lack of direction on 
how to address segregation and racism in their ranks; she merely responded 
by sending a copy of the official statement without elaboration.36
 Segregationists feared that the NCPT was dictating policy to their state 
and imposing integration on their organization and the schools, while white 
state-level leaders were conflicted between adhering to organizational policy 
and following the tradition of segregation and Jim Crow in the South. There-
fore, they said little publicly out of fear of alienating an already agitated mem-
bership. However, knowing they had to respond to members’ concerns, they 
issued a statement that challenged the national PTA’s stance on Brown. The 
ACPT Board of Managers met on April 22, 1956, and, referring to the “unrest 
and grave concern” around the state, passed a resolution that asked the NCPT 
to strike out the section on encouraging integration and replace it with the 
following: “The National Congress urges parent-teacher leaders, in coopera-
tion with schools and other governmental authorities in each community, to 
study and pursue effective means of constructively solving the problems result-
ing from the Supreme Court’s decision.” White PTA workers thereby sought 
removal of the phrase “work toward integration of all children.” Their position 
was based on a states’ rights argument that placed much independence and 
decision-making power with state and local units. Moreover, PTA workers had 
additional ammunition in a PTA policy that directed units to neither “seek to 
direct the administrative activities of the schools nor control their policies.” 
ACPT officers sent their recommended changes to the Chicago headquarters 
of the national association and requested a written acknowledgment of accep-
tance. The NCPT leadership merely responded that their resolution was on file 
and took no action.37
 Leaders and members of the ACPT wondered about the NCPT’s true posi-
tion on integration. A rumor circulated that local and state dues sent to the 
national office were being used to fund the legal activities of the NAACP. 
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Since the NAACP needed every penny it could get for its legal activities, the 
matter of helping to fund it was a volatile one for Southerners who opposed 
desegregation. NCPT leaders attempted to address the matter, but did so awk-
wardly. In September 1956, in response to the allegations, the national office 
dispatched a telegram that read, “Report that the funds of National Congress 
are used for support of any organization except PTA absolutely false. Records 
show that we do not contribute to the other groups in any financial man-
ner. All National Congress members can determine these facts by examining 
financial statements.” While the National PTA did not admit to contribut-
ing monetarily, its leadership was generally supportive of the efforts of the 
NAACP in desegregation.38
 Black PTA members, on the other hand, backed the efforts of the NAACP, 
but prodded leaders of the civil rights organization on whether they had con-
sidered other means to desegregate schools, such as boycotts and sit-ins. They 
also varied in the ways they made their affiliation with the NAACP public, 
depending on race relations in local contexts. Some PTA leaders, such as Nar-
vie Harris of Georgia, were cautious about publicizing their membership in the 
civil rights organization. Harris recalls, “In little towns . . . it was not popular 
to be a member of the NAACP. . . . So it was not popular for us to go and invite 
somebody from the NAACP and jeopardize so many people’s jobs, their liveli-
hood—also the progress we were making, trying to have a coalition between 
the races. So the NAACP came at a time of need and more or less was kind of 
independent.”39 At the ground level in urban areas such as Atlanta, black PTA 
workers gained more psychically from affiliation with the NCCPT; as Kathryn 
Nasstrom argues, the black PTA “promoted female leadership development on 
a far larger scale than did the NAACP.”40 In South Carolina in 1956, a series 
of anti-NAACP statutes were passed making it unlawful for employees of the 
state and its municipalities to be members of the NAACP. As a result, teach-
ers were required to submit written oaths regarding their membership in the 
association. At the same time as the NAACP lost members in South Carolina, 
going from 6,000 in 1954 to 1,400 in 1958, the state’s Colored Congress of 
Parents and Teachers grew from 6,100 to nearly 14,000.41 In the pages of the 
NCCPT’s journal, Our National Family, however, black PTA leaders proudly 
listed the NAACP among their affiliations. After 1950 the NAACP reported 
regularly in the NCCPT’s journal Our National Family and presented at the 
organization’s annual meetings. In 1958 the Virginia Congress of Colored 
Parents and Teachers adopted resolutions related to strengthening relations 
between the races and “commended the NAACP for its work on civil rights 
[and] reaffirmed the group’s faith in the NAACP.”42
 Capitalizing on the rancor among local units on the matter of integra-
tion, a white PTA worker, Betty Baldwin McLaurine, initiated a movement 
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to withdraw local white units from state and national PTA membership. Her 
effort enjoyed a modicum of success from 1956 to 1957. At a meeting of the 
Montgomery County Council PTA on July 24, 1956, McLaurine, the group’s 
president, resigned because the national leadership had not yet responded to 
the Alabama Congress’s request to revise the PTA’s Brown response and, as she 
put it bluntly, “I cannot be any part of an organization that has an integration 
statement or policy as its ultimate goal.” The Montgomery Advertiser reported 
on the “tumultuous meeting” at which McLaurine resigned, and she began 
her campaign to form a new parent-teacher organization independent of the 
National PTA, the Parent-Teacher Alliance. The Alliance was intended to link 
together local units across the district committed to segregation. Although 
state-level officers Fanny Mitchell Nelson and Martha Rutledge were con-
cerned with McLaurine’s stand, they took no action at the time.43
 That year, the press had a field day with the debates surrounding the 
desegregation of Alabama’s PTA units. Local papers reported on the details 
of McLaurine’s resignation, which prompted Alabama’s other local units to 
question their loyalty to the NCPT. While McLaurine had declared her inde-
pendence, the Montgomery County Council—one of the largest in the state—
acted similarly, but as a member of the federation. Its publicity committee 
sent certified letters to local units asking them join in taking a stand against 
the NCPT’s position on integration. Local units had to decide where to place 
their allegiance: with the long tradition of segregation or with an association 
whose ideals they supported. Members such as E. L. White, president of the 
Baldwin County PTA Council, turned to PTA bylaws for an answer. White 
wrote to the ACPT secretary, Fanny Nelson, informing her, “This request [to 
withdraw and support segregation in the schools] I cannot submit to for I feel 
it is not in order for any County Council to take action on this matter without 
the approval of the State Board.” Nelson and her cohorts were relieved as they 
responded, “We regret deeply that this matter has come up but if each council 
president will hold as you are holding we can continue our work for the good 
of our children and youth.”44
 Yet the unrest continued, forcing ACPT president Martha Rutledge to 
issue a statement to all PTA-council presidents on August 1, 1956. Her letter 
was intended to clarify the matter and reiterate the National PTA’s position on 
desegregation, yet it ended up being a nebulous statement about integration in 
which she recapped organizational policy. Such responses were characteristic 
of the state and national PTA leadership and ended up prolonging the confu-
sion and restlessness among local units. Rutledge reminded ACPT members 
that the Board of Managers of the Alabama Congress adopted a statement 
of position on segregation on April 22 of that year. She reiterated the organ-
ization’s commitment to work for the welfare of all children in home, school, 
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church, and community and reprinted the national’s policy that it would not 
seek to direct the administrative activities of the schools. Then, in an attempt 
to head off the letters from the Montgomery County Council, Rutledge con-
cluded, “You will be getting a lot of mail during the year from various sources. 
Of course, you will want to read it all carefully but remembering [sic] to keep 
a clear head in your thinking about different issues that will come up.”45
 The following day, local papers announced that PTA units were going to 
receive letters from a group influenced by McLaurine’s resignation that had 
formed in Montgomery County. They quoted McLaurine’s letter, which asked 
that local units withhold their dues from the National PTA. It read, “Only by 
withholding your membership dues from both the State and National P-TA 
can you call the State P-TA’s attention to your refusal to support this policy of 
integrated education for all children.” McLaurine repeated the rumor accusing 
the National PTA of channeling dues to a fund that supported integration. She 
emphasized her point by claiming that the Alabama PTA sent a substantial 
amount, just over ten thousand dollars, to the National PTA in 1955. McLau-
rine’s letter accomplished what its author had hoped. The Council and State 
leaders of the white PTA were flooded with correspondence. Some local work-
ers wrote the state office requesting a copy of the white PTA’s stand on integra-
tion “as soon as possible.” State-level representatives agreed to contact local 
workers and attend meetings around the state to quell the rumors and assess 
just how widespread was the movement to leave the federation. One ACPT 
informant reported in late August that a meeting in Montgomery County had 
been well attended and that the “spirit was good” despite the “weight of their 
many recent burdens.” She observed at another meeting that no one spoke 
up during open floor time, but in small groups “there were many disturbed 
people in each group who freely asked questions.” One development the infor-
mant noted was that local units were no longer interested in paying dues to the 
state and national congresses.46
 McLaurine’s resignation and the letter that was circulated to local units 
in her district not only resulted in members’ questioning their allegiance to 
the National PTA but also slowed the creation of new units as the commo-
tion spread beyond the district to other parts of the state. Superintendent R. J. 
Lawrence of Bullock County in Union Springs, Alabama, responded to Mrs. 
James Hepburn, the vice president of District Four of the Alabama white PTA, 
who was interested in starting a local unit in Union Springs. He did not think 
too many people were interested anymore, because of “the disturbance” in 
the Montgomery County Council PTA. “All I know about what happened 
in Montgomery is what I have read in the paper. . . . [T]he people of Bullock 
County are very much disturbed over the segregation question, and my opin-
ion is that if it gets too hot you will not have any PTA’s in Bullock County 
which will affiliate with the state and national group.”47
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 Realizing that her earlier attempts to downplay the situation did not have 
much of an effect, white state president Rutledge sent another letter to ACPT 
members. She began by reminding members of the flexibility of the federa-
tion, in particular that some statements from the national office “need not be 
followed to the letter,” hinting that the NCPT’s pronouncement after Brown 
was to be taken as a suggestion, not policy, and that each state PTA could and 
should follow its own path. Following this, she reprinted in full the NCPT’s 
stance, after which she pointed out that the ACPT had drafted an amend-
ment that was on file at the PTA headquarters. Finally, Rutledge addressed the 
rumor that dues were being channeled to support the NAACP’s legal efforts. 
In response to McLaurine’s assertion that over ten thousand dollars went to 
the national leadership in 1955, the actual figure, according to Rutledge, was 
only $884.00. With this clarification, Rutledge confirmed ACPT members’ 
worst fear, that their dues were being used to support school desegregation 
efforts.48
 In late summer 1956, the PTA units of Montgomery County began their 
domino-like descent as they withdrew membership from the state and national 
congresses. It began in August, as local workers debated the advantages of 
belonging to the federation and whether those advantages were worth the 
price of having to integrate, or at least having to admit to the likelihood of inte-
gration. Some, like the Cloverdale PTA, voted to remain affiliated, claiming, 
“If we withdrew, we would no longer have a voice in the policy making deci-
sions of that group.” At this time, McLaurine was not sitting idly by. She did 
what her PTA forebears had done over fifty years earlier: she traveled around 
the county to organize parent-teacher units. However, she tried to convince 
local groups to leave the National Congress and join the Independent Parent- 
Teacher Alliance. She implored them to cease sending their hard-earned 
money to an organization that supported integrated schools. Her efforts were 
met with a measure of success as some local units decided to secede, though 
many of them refused to join the Parent-Teacher Alliance. Instead, they voted 
to be independent for one year, as they watched what would transpire in the 
schools and the PTA.49
 Concerned with the loss of local units, ACPT president Rutledge took a 
stronger public stand on the matter. Using the skills honed as a PTA leader 
by going to the press to use publicity to the organization’s advantage, she 
denied that state and local PTA units were bound by the national’s integra-
tion statement and claimed, “The National Congress of Parents and Teach-
ers has never in any way even suggested means of integration of schools in 
Alabama. . . . [S]tate branches and local PTA units have complete autonomy in 
working out solutions to local problems.” A couple of days later she ramped up 
her position: “We will not concur or be bound by any policies or statements of 
the board of managers or of any officers of the National Congress of Parents 
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and Teachers favoring anything other than separate schools.” Rutledge’s decla-
rations, however, did not have their intended effect and may, in fact, have done 
the opposite of what she hoped in creating more excitement and confusion 
around the matter.50
 By early September, the controversy expanded across the southeastern 
part of the state as more parent-teacher groups discussed whether to remain 
affiliated with the federation. Concerned with the spread of the uncertainty 
to four additional counties—Crenshaw, Pike, Macon, and Dallas—Rutledge 
announced in the press that she would be the first to resign if the NCPT 
insisted on desegregation in Alabama. She called for a “united front” of PTA 
members in the state to maintain segregation and became increasingly blunt 
with the press as she asserted that the ACPT was “fighting to maintain segrega-
tion in Alabama” and that the association had “no Negro members.” Rutledge 
claimed the reason she was hesitant to take a public stand was that she felt 
that her beliefs were on record and she did not want to say or do anything that 
would be counterproductive to education in the state of Alabama. Finally, in 
an effort to win back the defecting local units, she made her boldest statement 
to the press, and it was the position that the PTA’s national-level leaders feared 
the most: “As president of the Alabama Congress, I am a firm believer in the 
Southern way of life. The entire organization of the Alabama congress is made 
up of people who believe in the Southern way of life. There is no organization 
anywhere that practices segregation more than the Alabama P-TA or an organ-
ization that will work toward maintaining segregation in our schools with any 
more force.” Her audacious declaration had little effect, largely because the 
momentum that had been generated was too difficult to reverse. Two days 
later, McLaurine held a widely publicized meeting in which she detailed her 
reasons for the Independent Parent-Teacher Alliance and blamed the state 
PTA leadership for being passive and “willing to serve under this policy of 
integrated education for all children.” Tired of waiting for the state Congress 
to take action, she formed her alliance “independent of national control” and 
claimed that it would remain “undefiled by ambitious national leaders anxious 
to promote integrated education for our children.”51
 Alabama’s diminishing membership caused the National PTA to capitulate 
to Southern integrationists in fear of losing its membership base. Local units 
were confused by the conflicting stances and continued to debate the matter 
of whether to withdraw from the National PTA. Some decided to remain, but 
many local units withdrew in county councils around the state, bringing with 
them a decline in the thousands of members in Alabama. Other organizations 
joined the secession movement as many of the withdrawals were fueled by the 
white Citizens’ Councils, which sought economic means to squelch the fight 
for desegregation. The situation became so dire that the NCPT leadership 
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was forced to take action lest it lose more members in Alabama or, worse yet, 
the phenomenon in that state was repeated elsewhere. In a stunning move 
in September 1956, it agreed to a wording change of its Brown response to 
appease Southern white members. Representatives of the ACPT attended the 
meeting at its Chicago headquarters in which both parties agreed on a com-
promise. The revised statement was not exactly that proposed by the Alabama 
Congress—to “study and pursue effective means of constructively solving the 
problems resulting from the Supreme Court’s decision”—but did remove the 
suggestion that state and local PTA units support and facilitate integration. By 
a vote of twenty-two for and fifteen against, representatives from Alabama and 
the national leadership agreed that the new position would urge PTA mem-
bers to work toward “a just solution to the complex problem of segregation in 
public schools.”52
 It took a couple of months before the tide turned and local units again 
joined the federation. Even though some local and county units continued 
to withdraw membership from the NCPT that fall, at least seven counties 
met at a district meeting in Birmingham to reaffirm their faith in the State 
Congress. Most did not agree with Betty McLaurine, who called the revised 
statement “ambiguous” and continued to stump for members to join her Inde-
pendent Alliance. McLaurine was not garnering any sympathy either, as word 
leaked out that several county PTA workers had received threatening phone 
calls accusing them of being pro-integrationists. Between the National PTA’s 
revised position and the assumption that McLaurine’s group was responsible 
for intimidating PTA workers, local units reassessed their commitment to the 
federation. Some, like the Delraida School PTA, decided to withhold funds 
from the Congress for one year, after which time it would reconsider the ben-
efits of national membership. The Delraida PTA also announced that it would 
“at no time throughout this year be affiliated with the Independent Alliance of 
Parents and Teachers.” As 1957 wore on, many units rejoined the ACPT. The 
Chilton School PTA, for example, decided to do so because, they explained, 
“About one-fourth of the student body at Chilton School will require aid in 
obtaining needed clothing and free lunches, which . . . are provided by the 
national group.”53
 For the second time in its history, the first being during the Depression 
years, the membership of the white Alabama PTA had declined; it lost 22,000 
members, or approximately 10 percent, from 1956 to 1957. As a result of the 
National PTA’s revised Brown statement and the benefits of belonging to a 
federated association, the figure began to grow again in 1958; by 1960 the 
membership total in the state was back to where it had been in 1956 and con-
tinued to increase in the years that followed.54 Ironically, during the same 
period, the slogan of Alabama’s Colored Congress (ACCPT) was “Building 
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Together for Our Children,” which referred to the segregated association’s wish 
for integrated schools and parent-teacher associations in the state. During this 
same time, the ACCPT continued to grow, adding 3,000 members from 1956 
to 1957. The exodus of white members from 1956 to 1957 had a significant 
impact on the PTA in Alabama and nationally, since it made the organization’s 
leaders realize that the challenge of desegregating its Southern units was greater 
than they had thought. What happened in Alabama, however, did not affect 
the overall membership of the white NCPT at this time, which continued to 
grow. The state’s negative effect on the federation was short-lived, as members 
decided the benefits of belonging to the federation outweighed the ordeal of 
desegregation. Furthermore, some white PTA units in the Deep South in the 
late 1950s were encouraged by ongoing efforts to push back desegregation, 
which appeared at the time to be successful, while other white units were silent 
and unwilling to take a stand publicly for or against the integration of public 
schools. At the same time, the black PTA carried on, increasing its member-
ship base and developing a regenerating cadre of leaders.55
“An Honorable Demise”: 
The Desegregation of the PTA
In the 1960s, school desegregation had mixed success in the Deep South, and 
had all but stalled by the end of the decade. In Alabama, the state government 
tried to shut down the operations of the NAACP, while in Atlanta, school 
desegregation proceeded relatively smoothly. During this time, the PTA con-
tinued to face the proposition of integrating its Southern units. The organiza-
tion rebounded from the secession movement in Alabama to enjoy its largest 
membership ever in the early 1960s: in 1963 the NCPT had 12.1 million mem-
bers, while the NCCPT had grown to a quarter of a million members in 1961. 
However, after this point membership in both associations began to decline 
nationwide. The year 1966 was a watershed year, as it marked declines in the 
white state units of Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Missouri, North Carolina, 
Texas, and Virginia. The association did not regain its strength in numbers 
from this point on, as school districts were forced to desegregate because of 
the Civil Rights Act’s funding mandate and the ESEA. For example, Georgia’s 
white PTA membership began a steady, slow decline, losing between 5,000 and 
8,000 members a year beginning in 1964. The Birmingham County Council in 
Alabama remarked on its losses: it had 25,000 members in 1963, 7,000 fewer 
members than the previous year. In 1966 the Alabama PTA dropped from a 
high point of 232,000, to lose nearly a third of its members by 1971, the year 
it finally united with the ACCPT.56
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 Although the black PTA units of Alabama and Georgia did not have the 
numerical strength of their white counterparts, each had a long record of 
accomplishments. Georgia, like Alabama, was one of the original four to join 
the National Congress of Colored Parents and Teachers in 1926, though it, 
too, had been organized earlier. Georgia’s state unit was organized in 1921 
by Selena Sloan Butler, the founding president of the Colored Congress. Like 
other states in the NCCPT, Alabama’s and Georgia’s Colored Congresses were 
led by teachers and other education professionals. Both state associations were 
active in schools and communities and were typical of other white and black 
local and state units. For example, at the Forty-Third Annual Meeting of the 
Alabama Colored Congress in 1957, the theme was “Building Together for 
Children.” The Boy Scouts opened the meeting with the presentation of colors, 
which was followed by the typical PTA activities of the Pledge of Allegiance 
followed by religious devotions and group singing. The discussions included 
the usual PTA topics such as parent education, home and family living, and 
recreation and leisure pursuits but also included the matters that the black 
association focused on, such as job opportunities and voter registration.57
 Each of the state Colored Congresses enjoyed growth spurts, even though 
they did not match the white PTA in proportion of the population. For exam-
ple, the Alabama Congress of Colored Parents and Teachers grew from 24,503 
members in 1954 to 33,381 in 1961, under the leadership of Thelma M. Mor-
ris. Georgia’s growth spurt was coordinated earlier, from 1936 to 1942, during 
which time it increased fourfold, under the administration of Ethel Kight. 
Kight was a master at nurturing PTA membership; when she was NCCPT 
president from 1957 to 1961, the organization enjoyed its last big push to enlist 
members, increasing by 70,000 during those years.58
 The 1960s were years of uncertainty for the remaining Colored Congress 
units, as they struggled with the desegregation of the schools and whether to 
unify with the white PTA. The state units came down on the side of integration, 
as they referred to it, and 1966 saw the unification of black and white units 
in Kentucky, Delaware, Maryland, and West Virginia, and Tennessee the fol-
lowing year, leaving the NCCPT with just a little less than half its twenty state 
units. As the state leadership of each announced a unified PTA, it helped facili-
tate the integration of local state units, a process that sometimes took several 
years. In Tennessee, after the state’s black and white PTA officers announced 
that the two were merging, its Colored Congress began to reassign local unit 
after local unit during the following year as it planned its last annual meeting. 
Black state president Draper announced that with half of the school districts 
in Tennessee officially desegregated, her state could not afford two separate 
congresses, claiming that with two “our strength is weakened and diminished.” 
However, membership data reveal that with a unified association, strength was 
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significantly reduced; in the same report, Draper announced the loss of 36,000 
black members from 1965 to 1966 due to integration, but the white PTA in 
that state grew by only 750 members that year. Although the Tennessee Con-
gress of Colored Parents and Teachers grew by smaller increments from 1966 
to 1969, it began to lose members beginning in 1968, a trend that continued 
with the unified PTA in Tennessee until 1985.59
 The NCCPT magazine Our National Family encouraged members to work 
toward the integration of schools and even suggested “concrete preparatory 
steps,” which included getting the cooperation of local political, educational, 
and business leaders; holding in-service workshops for professional educators; 
and “upon announcement of the date of integration, employ[ing] an attitude 
of ‘firm determination’ towards all opponents and attempt[ing] to reassure 
them . . . that the dire results which they fear are highly unlikely to come to 
pass.” NCCPT members were instructed to be prepared for isolated instances 
of violence and to treat them as such—individual incidents that were not 
reflective of society at large.60
 The National PTA’s having changed its stance on Brown essentially gave 
local and state units in the South free rein to determine the extent to which they 
wanted to work with each other. As a result, the Colored Congresses of Ala-
bama and Georgia remained separate to the point of unification in the 1970s. 
Differences can be noted in how each state desegregated its PTA branches that 
are reflective of local and state political and social contexts. In Georgia, the 
leadership base of the Colored Congress was based in Atlanta, where the city’s 
main civic organizations, such as the YWCA and Urban League, emphasized 
interracial cooperation. Therefore, the Georgia Colored Congress of Parents 
and Teachers was confident in its independence and had worked cooperatively 
for years with the state’s white association. This cooperation was from a dis-
tance until the mid-1960s, when the Intergroup Relations Committee began 
to meet on a regular basis.61
 By the mid-1960s the remaining black PTA units began to promote the 
notion that to remain independent and separate of the white PTA was anti-
thetical to progress in a democracy. The leadership of the remaining nine state 
units, therefore, wanted to integrate, though like the majority of members, 
they feared it would not be true integration, but rather extinction, dissolution, 
or absorption of black PTA units. African American PTA leaders expressed 
frustration over the loss of state associations and claimed that their state units 
were being “swallowed up” by the white national PTA. With the goal of main-
taining a presence in the majority association and representation in leadership 
roles, the remaining state units continued to work tentatively toward integra-
tion. The most common approaches included having the Intergroup Relations 
committees handle the merger or trying what Kentucky attempted but failed 
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at, which was to reconfigure the black PTA branch in the hope of joining the 
newly unified organization as an equal partner.62
 When Clara Gay, the last president of the black PTA, took office in 1967, 
she announced the new and final theme and challenge of the NCCPT: unity 
(see figure 5.3). Gay, unlike some of her colleagues, promoted the benefits of 
the merger even though she was well aware that black teachers would lose 
their jobs. During the 1960s, with the legislation that discouraged segregation 
by enforcing monetary incentives, the National PTA worked to get its state-
level leaders to negotiate and guide the transition to desegregation through 
the Intergroup Relations committees that had been established in the late 
1940s. What came fairly easily in Georgia presented a challenge in Alabama. 
In Georgia, the committee first met formally in 1966 and the GCCPT used the 
FIgure	5.3
The national Congress of Colored Parents and Teachers’ magazine, 
Our National Family, presented its theme for the year on the cover 
of this issue from June 1: “Unity—Our Challenge.” (Source: 
reprinted with permission and courtesy of national PTa)
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gathering to share its history. Revealing the divide that had existed between the 
two organizations, President Narvie Harris remarked, “Most of the members 
present from the [white PTA were] surprised and delighted to know about 
our heritage and work for Children.” Over the next couple of years, the two 
groups held several joint conferences that were successful, but the tenor of 
race relations changed in 1968, as the two National PTA branches pressed for 
concrete details on when the two would actually merge. The pressure resulted 
in “strained relations” between Georgia’s two congresses, as neither was ready 
to relinquish control of its association to the other.63
 At the same time, the National PTA struggled with the lack of action 
in Alabama, Georgia, and Florida. Its leaders held up North Carolina as a 
model; even though the state’s two PTA branches did not merge until 1968 and 
school desegregation was a major challenge, each PTA agreed to honor liberal 
membership policies during a transition period, as did the other state PTA 
units that were quick to integrate. In the 1960s a black unit could join either 
Congress as long as it followed PTA policy. The North Carolina leadership 
explained: “If a new Negro unit is formed and wishes to fulfill all obligations to 
be in membership with us, we first inform them of the existence of the [North 
Carolina] Congress of Colored Parents and Teachers and give the president of 
that Congress an opportunity to be in touch with the new unit. If after this the 
unit still wishes to be in membership with us, we receive them.”64 On the other 
end of the spectrum, the white PTA in Alabama continued to refuse to admit 
black units through the 1960s based on the rationale that as long as there was 
a separate state unit, the organization was segregated.65 The Joint Committee 
on Human Relations at the national level acknowledged around 1966 that it 
was receiving much information in support of two separate associations, yet 
it expressed its wishes that soon “there will be no need and no independent 
opportunity for a colored congress.”66
 In Alabama, white leaders were secretive about the Intergroup Relations 
Committee’s existence and composition. Members joined by invitation of the 
president, and meeting minutes were kept off the official agenda of ACPT 
board meetings.67 In contrast, black members were much more open regard-
ing the membership and meetings of the intergroup relations committee. By 
the mid-1960s, they began to challenge segregationist practices and press for 
a merger. In 1966 the ACCPT announced its plans to “have frequent con-
ferences with our sister organization for the purpose of abridging the gap 
between the two organizations so that we can work together for one common 
purpose, the child.” In 1968, a black PTA member, Mrs. Thomas, who had 
just been appointed chair of the Constitutional Committee at a new unit at 
Westlawn Junior High, wrote to white executive secretary Fanny Nelson to 
inquire about the relationship between the two PTA branches in Alabama, 
suggesting that her organization might want to cross color lines and affiliate 
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with the Alabama Congress of Parents and Teachers. Nelson’s response to 
Thomas was terse and read, in its entirety, “In reply to your letter of inquiry, 
the National Congress of Parents and Teachers and the National Congress of 
Colored Parents and Teachers are separate organizations. Each organization 
has its own officers, channels of supplies, and communications.” The closest 
thing to integration the national leadership achieved in Alabama at this time 
was that the two state presidents extended greetings at the other’s conven-
tion. For example, in 1966, white state president Mrs. John R. Lathram gave 
the keynote at the annual statewide meeting of the Alabama Colored Con-
gress.68
 By 1966 the national-level leadership of both PTA branches became 
increasingly concerned that the state units in the Deep South were not moving 
as quickly as they could toward integration, so they decided to pressure them 
to unify once and for all. One of the first public announcements of the plan 
was made by NCPT president Jennelle Moorhead at the fortieth annual meet-
ing of the Colored Congress that year. She began by saying, “I greet you as fel-
low members of the PTA, for in spirit—if not in fact—there is only one PTA,” 
after which she announced that a “single, unified PTA enrolling all parents 
and teachers without regard to race, creed, color, or national origin” was the 
goal of both organizations. In response, the NCCPT leadership began running 
a series of essays in Our National Family supporting the merger and outlining 
expectations for what ideally should happen. Still, the national-level leadership 
had little power beyond making pronouncements, so the decision to unify 
remained with each state’s group of officers and its Intergroup Relations com-
mittees. The NCCPT supported the measure, explaining to members that the 
Intergroup Relations committees of the [remaining] nine states and the nation 
should play an integral role in facilitating a merger that will be “effective and 
functional.”69
 In January 1967, Moorhead wrote the nine state offices—black and 
white—to inquire about the accomplishments of their Intergroup Relations 
committees. Alabama’s white PTA president, Mrs. John R. Lathram, responded 
defensively to Moorhead, revealing the resistance of her unit to integration. 
She explained that they did in fact have an Intergroup Relations Commit-
tee that met at least once and that she had spoken at the state convention of 
the Alabama Colored Congress. Following the tactic of gradualism, she con-
cluded, “We have a fine working relationship. I don’t believe either group feels 
that it is time to press for any drastic change.” However, the leaders of Ala-
bama’s Colored Congress did not feel the same way. ACCPT president Ethel 
Bell used Moorhead’s query to leverage her position; she asked Lathram for 
a meeting so they could report to Moorhead “that we have taken some steps 
toward the two organizations working together.” Without any other option, 
Lathram agreed and a meeting was arranged.70
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 In the spring of 1967, Alabama’s Intergroup Relations Committee met 
and discussed the possibilities that lay before them. Even though this was a 
state-level meeting, several national officers of the NCCPT attended at Bell’s 
request, which made for a somewhat tense gathering, as white state leaders 
felt trumped in their authority.71 After discussing less controversial topics such 
as their common health projects, the group directed its attention to the cen-
tral purpose of their gathering. As they reviewed the ways they had worked 
together, black representatives suggested it was time to unify because the 
PTA was being criticized for moving too slowly in this direction in Alabama. 
When a white representative suggested the “Only way is [for one association] 
to dissolve and be absorbed into membership,” black representatives resisted 
because they knew which organization would be dissolved. Since the meet-
ing did not resolve anything, both parties reported back to the National PTA 
that they came to a “mutual agreement that we recognize there is still a great 
need for the two organizations.” Therefore, the major accomplishment of the 
Intergroup Relations Committee in Alabama, according to its white leaders, 
was the agreement to continue to meet on a regular basis, even though “no 
definite plans” of work were made at the spring meeting. They would not come 
together again for another two years to discuss the unification of Alabama’s 
two PTA branches.72
 White and black national-level leaders checked in regularly with the 
leaders of those state units with segregated PTA units—Alabama, Arkansas, 
Georgia, Louisiana, Maryland, Mississippi, South Carolina, Tennessee, and 
Texas—encouraging them to continue convening the Intergroup Relations 
committees. The terms used by the association and in the press were weighed 
carefully. Black PTA leaders in these states generally used the terms merger, 
integration, and unification to describe the coming changes in the Congress, 
as did NCPT leaders. At the state level, however, desegregation and integra-
tion were words not typically favored by white PTA units. Even the word 
“merger” was problematic because it implied an equal relationship between 
the two congresses; they expected, or hoped for, the expiration of the black 
PTA. When the word was used in a news item in Alabama, white PTA leaders 
were alarmed: the “newspaper article definitely hurt us. . . . [I]t had created 
some confusion among those who saw that headline with the word ‘merge’ in 
it, and . . . we even had Superintendents and other school people telephoning 
to ask questions about the article.” As always, white PTA members returned 
to the bylaws to figure out how to respond: “we can handle any situation as it 
arises since our by-laws and policies give us the direction we will need and also 
will protect us all during the transition period.”73
 In the fall of 1967, black PTA leaders released their strongest public state-
ment to date regarding integration of the organization and were able to get 
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the NCPT to agree to certain guidelines. Arguing that the merger “jeopardizes 
the forty years of dedicated service of the founders, those who worked with 
them, and the leaders who have continued through the years to keep the doors 
open for all youth,” black PTA leaders called for “an honorable demise” of the 
segregated system of PTA units. NCCPT leaders outlined a plan of action 
that would keep the leadership and principles of the segregated organization 
intact, to serve African Americans through the newly united organization. 
They requested a full recognition of the history of the NCCPT; an equal repre-
sentation of black leaders on the NCPT executive board; that all life members 
of the NCCPT would automatically be life members in the NCPT; and that 
“the National Congress of Colored Parents and Teachers should exist as long 
as a state branch has not been satisfactorily integrated.” The remaining details, 
the black PTA decided, should be worked out by a joint committee.74
 In some cases, white PTA members followed these proposed guidelines. 
In Maryland, which officially merged in December 1967, the black PTA presi-
dent was elected to the board of managers of the Maryland Congress of Par-
ents and Teachers, and shortly thereafter Tennessee did the same. Florida’s 
unification ceremony was generally upbeat, as two leaders of the Florida Con-
gress of Colored Parents and Teachers were given honorary life memberships 
in the state’s white PTA. However, in the Deep South, white state-level officers 
were not so quick to act in Alabama, Arkansas, Georgia, Louisiana, Missis-
sippi, South Carolina, and Texas. At the local level in Alabama, black PTA 
leaders encouraged African Americans to join the centralized school PTA in 
consolidated districts, but they did not feel welcome. Hence, the widespread 
consolidation of rural districts in the South during this period contributed to 
significant losses of black PTA members. Consolidation, among other tactics 
used by segregationists to maintain separate schools, was also supported in 
some instances by white PTA leaders for the same reasons.75
 By March 1968, NCCPT president Clara Gay announced the theme for 
that year: “Unity—Our Challenge.” As she commented on the race riots and 
general unrest around the country, Gay returned to a question raised by the 
PTA two decades prior: do parents teach prejudice? By June, Gay included 
reflections on the assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr., informing her 
members that “our youth need us now more than ever before.” Later that year, 
Gay framed King’s death as his sacrifice, using it to explain the loss of black 
educational leaders in the PTA: “If Dr. King can die for a better life, we surely 
can lose a job.” Despite the emphasis on sacrifice, she expressed concern in 
the pages of Our National Family that NCCPT leaders were no longer present 
in leadership positions in unified PTA state units and at national civic and 
political meetings on children and violence. She declared, “It is time now for 
each of us to become concerned about our disappearing image in working 
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in all areas of interest for child welfare.” The loss of black leaders was of little 
concern to white PTA workers in the Deep South. Alabaman Dorothy Wright, 
a vice president of the NCPT, wrote to ACPT leader Fanny Mitchell Nelson 
in Montgomery, explaining “that the National Colored Congress was simply 
going out of business, due to lack of funds, and that there would be a ceremony 
called ‘unification’ in June, in Atlanta.” White PTA leaders at the state level in 
Alabama assumed that the black PTA would just go away—or go bankrupt, as 
Wright put it—and they would carry on as usual. This was not the wish of the 
national leadership, which attempted to uphold the NCCPT’s request to keep 
a nucleus of black leaders in NCPT and state-level offices.76
 Since the national leadership was virtually powerless to enforce the integra-
tion of PTA units at the state and local levels, some of those units attempted to 
take matters into their own hands. The Alabama Congress of Colored Parents 
and Teachers tried different means to force the desegregation issue. Its leaders 
hoped that if they took the lead in integrating the PTA in that state, they would 
maintain representation in its new leadership and some measure of control. In 
so doing, they would also avoid being absorbed by the white PTA. As black 
local units attempted to join the white state Congress as discussed above, a 
more explicit move was made by representatives of the black PTA in Mobile 
County. Reverend R. L. Hope, the president of the Mobile County-Wide [Col-
ored] PTA Council, circulated a letter in October 1969 to all white principals 
and PTA leaders in his region. In it he detailed a plan for unification, arguing, 
“Common sense tells us that eventually, all schools will be integrated. I am 
sure all of us want to be respectfully and justly unified.” Hope sought to ensure 
the financial viability of the black PTA by asking white principals to cover 
the dues of those black members who had “crossed over,” as he called it. He 
realized that as schools were desegregated, the black organization would lose 
members, and having membership dues covered would be a way to keep black 
members in the PTA as well as keeping what remained of the Colored Con-
gress viable. He explained, “The Mobile County-wide [PTA] has any number 
of schools, that don’t have any whites at all, and every time we lose a school, 
that weakens us to the point where we cannot support our county-wide, state, 
or national organization.”77
 Like other black civic leaders, Hope knew the effect the impending merger 
would have: black PTA officers and members would fade away, just as black 
teachers and principals were losing their jobs with desegregation. Therefore, 
in his letter he took the notion of dissolution and expanded it to include the 
white organization, arguing that both should be dissolved and a new organ-
ization formed in its place, with a new constitution, leadership, and structure. 
The letter reached Donna Gibbons, president of the white PTA in Mobile 
County, who reacted strongly to the idea of creating an entirely new entity. 
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She composed a letter of response in which she claimed, “I have explained to 
Rev. Hope on numerous occasions that the Mobile County Council PTA has 
no authority to merge or unify with any other organization.” Quoting PTA 
bylaws at length on the purpose of county councils, Gibbons took the path 
of many white PTA leaders by avoiding racial matters and focusing on the 
PTA pillars of child welfare and public education. Even though the two PTA 
branches were one organization, separated by race, with the same bylaws and 
procedures, Gibbons feigned ignorance to make her point: “I am not familiar 
with the Bylaws and policies of the Mobile County-Wide PTA Council, the 
Alabama Congress of Colored Parents and Teachers, or the National Congress 
of Colored Parents and Teachers. . . . [I]t must be that the Bylaws of the Ala-
bama Congress . . . are quite different from ours, as [Hope’s] proposals would 
be in direct conflict with the Bylaws of our State PTA.” Gibbons stood firm 
that no unification was going to take place until she was directed to carry it 
out by the white Alabama PTA.78
 Donna Gibbons did not have to wait long. Shortly thereafter, pressure came 
from the national leadership to desegregate all PTA units once and for all. The 
“Plan for Unification” was announced by the white national leadership in early 
1970. In addition to putting forth a plan for uniting the two associations, it 
ordered its remaining state units to do the same as soon as possible. The lead-
ers in the remaining segregated units reacted in different ways. While the black 
and white national leaders planned the unification ceremony, white state-level 
leaders carried on with business as usual, since it was difficult for the National 
PTA to enforce its universal desegregation order. The matter of most urgency 
for black units was how to keep their membership intact and maintain a sem-
blance of control over issues that were most important to them. In an essay in 
Our National Family, former NCCPT president Ethel Kight announced, “our 
states are diminishing and our numbers are dwindling. . . . Our organization 
always urged our states to merge as soon as the time seemed feasible. The 
change is inevitable but what are we doing to meet the transition?” Kight also 
suggested that in regard to the desegregation of schools, the remaining units 
of the NCCPT should serve as “lighthouses” by disseminating information 
to members and citizens as well as “mobilizing all appropriate groups in the 
community for involvement [in desegregation plans] through a coordinating 
organization.” Our National Family’s editors took the lead in providing infor-
mation by including articles in subsequent years on desegregation plans, inter-
group education techniques, and even information such as “Negro Women in 
the Population and in the Labor Force.”79
 Black and white PTA members in Georgia still did not act; the members 
of Georgia’s Colored Congress spread the word that “in every state where 
desegregation had taken place the Negro parent was no longer active in PTA.” 
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Therefore, they, like the other remaining black units, feared extinction, as 
GCCPT President Narvie Harris called it. In 1970, Harris declared to Georgia’s 
members, “We will not be dissolved. . . . We want to move in as one organ-
ization with honor and respect.” This position contrasts with the integration 
of the border-state PTA units in the mid-1950s, in which being dissolved was 
discussed in a matter-of-fact, almost positive, manner. Georgia’s black PTA 
leaders viewed desegregation of schools and their parent-teacher associations 
as a loss of autonomy, though they held on to the belief that all PTA units were 
working for child welfare. Harris implored members to remain in the PTA as 
the membership drives continued in the remaining segregated states through 
the late 1960s.80
 Black PTA leaders in Alabama rejoiced, while white leaders continued 
to avoid any discussions of unification. Lonia Gill, the president of the Ala-
bama Congress of Colored Parents and Teachers in 1970, was thrilled with 
the National PTA’s instructions. She immediately wrote Mary Edith Jones, the 
president of the ACPT, asking whether she had received the unification plan 
from the national office and inviting her to attend their annual meeting in 
April. “I am assuming,” she wrote, “that all States that haven’t merged or uni-
fied did receive this information. If [other PTA branches] have done so suc-
cessfully, why can’t [Alabama’s] PTA? Will you kindly think this through and 
let me hear from you.” Jones responded that she could not attend the meeting 
because of “previous commitments” and thanked her for her “interest and 
inquiry relative to organization structure.” Avoiding any direct discussion of 
desegregation and race, she informed Gill, “We are working closely with the 
National Congress in all PTA matters.” As the meeting date arrived, Jones sent 
Gill official greetings for a successful meeting.81
 Even though the ACPT leaders did not budge, the ACCPT took action. 
Its leaders proposed resolutions in an attempt to ensure their viability as an 
organization. Recognizing that the two national PTA branches were going to 
merge and had instructed the remaining Southern states to do the same, the 
officers of Alabama’s black PTA resolved to continue “to function as an organ-
ized body” and to uphold the objectives of the National PTA. Understanding 
that the changes in the organization and in the schools “mainly affected the 
black community,” the ACCPT resolved that the PTA would “on every level 
set up orientation programs to help the Black Community to become totally 
informed and involved.”82
 The white Alabama PTA remained territorial. When its Board of Man-
agers met in late April 1970, they discussed the coming merger of the two 
national associations and wondered about their future. The Board decided 
that “In the event the ceremony takes place, the Alabama [white] Congress 
would continue to adhere strictly to its adopted bylaws and policies during 
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the entire transition period.” And it responded yet again with its own “State-
ment of Position.” In contrast to the segregationist stance reflected in the post-
Brown document, white leaders this time realized that desegregation was a 
fait accompli, so they sought to make a statement about their wishes for public 
education in Alabama. It read, in part,
Although we oppose busing of school children to achieve racial balance and 
believe that Freedom of Choice is a basic right that is, in fact, a tenet of democ-
racy in the field of education, we accept the challenge of whatever change is 
commanded by the Courts, and we pledge ourselves to the task of adjusting to 
that change with equanimity.
 The future of the majority of our children and of the State of Alabama 
will depend on our courage now and on our willingness to cooperate with 
school officials and with each other, regardless of creed or color, to preserve 
and improve the public schools.
The statement concluded with a suggestion that all parties “remain calm” dur-
ing the transition to desegregated schools and parent-teacher associations.83
“Unity as We Disunite”: 
The Dissolution of the Black PTA
In Dallas in 1970, national leaders drew up a “Plan for Unification” of the 
two congresses effective July 1, 1970. It explained that unification would be 
not only of the national-level offices, but of local, county, and state units as 
well, and it named the seven remaining segregated states: Alabama, Arkansas, 
Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, South Carolina, and Texas. The authorship 
of the declaration reveals what black PTA leaders had feared, that the white 
association would remain virtually intact: “[The National PTA] welcomes with 
its whole heart the unification of the two organizations and pledges its full 
support and cooperation to make the unification fully effective and success-
ful.” The agreement held that the assets and debts of the black PTA would be 
turned over to the white PTA and that a position on the Board of Managers 
would be reserved for a black PTA leader, adding that this was done “not in 
the spirit of tokenism but by way of symbolizing its intention and desire for 
the unification of the two organizations.” Finally, the plan stated that it would 
“step-up its field extension services” to stave off any decline in services and 
ordered the seven remaining states to unify accordingly.84
 In an effort to ease black PTA leaders’ fears over dissolution of their asso-
ciation, the merger was scheduled to take place during the annual meeting of 
C h a P T e r  1
the National Congress of Colored Parents and Teachers on June 22, 1970, in 
Atlanta, Georgia. The preconvention Board of Managers meeting of the Geor-
gia Colored Congress was NCCPT President Clara Gay’s biggest hurdle. She 
struggled with keeping the promise to NCPT President Pearl Price to bring to 
the table a willing organization. Gay, like other African American educational 
leaders, was willing to make the sacrifice in order to attain far-reaching goals 
of racial equality. Therefore, she presided over a brief meeting during which 
she cut short the discussion in an effort to quell any dissenting voices from 
speaking out against the planned merger. Gay left the meeting without the 
unanimous support of the organization behind her. As one delegate recalled, 
“The first session ended for some in turmoil and disgust.85
 Two days later, Gay and Price presided over the merger with much cer-
emony by signing a Declaration of Unification (see figure 5.4), after which all 
attending joined hands and sang “We Shall Overcome.” Resolutions adopted at 
the convention focused on “human relations” in education and suggested that 
schools and communities needed to pay mind to diversity and its challenges. 
One resolution called for education for all children living in a “culturally 
and racially diverse society that will encourage the development of curricula 
which create an awareness and appreciation for the problems, aspirations, 
and achievements of all people.” The National PTA’s press release announced 
the news, claiming that the two organizations had “cooperated continuously” 
since 1926. It explained that the purposes of the Colored Congress “as a sepa-
rate organization have been fulfilled and that the time has come for all PTA’s 
to join into one unified organization which will continue as the National PTA.” 
Other than a handful of general guidelines, largely those that were drawn up 
by the NCCPT several years earlier, no specific instructions were given to the 
remaining state units on how to reconfigure as one organization. Nonetheless, 
five of the seven remaining units merged immediately after the unification 
ceremony, leaving just Georgia and Alabama. Confusion was the result among 
black PTA units in the two remaining states as white units took a business-as-
usual approach. Even as Georgia’s Colored Congress planned its 1971 annual 
convention, Narvie Harris was elected to be the chairperson of the School 
Education Committee for the white Georgia PTA, and another black PTA 
worker was elected to serve as chair of the Committee on Exceptional Chil-
dren of the GCPT.86
 In Alabama, the Colored Congress was left wondering what to do. Frus-
trated because their hopes for unification continued to remain out of reach 
despite the national unification, black leaders again sought to take the lead 
in pressing for the merger. When the president of Alabama’s Colored Con-
gress, Lonia Gill, wrote National PTA president Pearl Price, informing her 
that Alabama’s white PTA was being unresponsive to desegregation, Price and 
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her officers bristled at the thought of having to become involved once again in 
Alabama’s affairs. The National PTA leadership had assumed that the South-
ern state units would act after the unification ceremony in June. Despite Price’s 
nudging ACPT president Jones behind the scenes, Jones resisted and claimed, 
“Since no specific time schedule has been set we will continue to work with the 
ACCPT as we have in the past.” Thus, Alabama’s white PTA wanted to delay 
the inevitable as long as possible.87
 Nonplussed, Gill responded that the Intergroup Relations committees 
should meet soon. She also wrote to her district presidents to apprise them 
of the situation: “We know some of you are at the cross-roads, not knowing 
exactly what to do due to the integration of schools which greatly involved and 
affect pupils and teachers. . . . We are all in the same predicament.” Following 
a strategy employed by the Virginia Colored Congress twelve years earlier, she 
instructed them to retain their present officers instead of electing new ones, 
since changing officers at “this crucial time” would disrupt the continuity in 
leadership. “Please tour your districts, your churches, your clubs, your sorori-
ties, your fraternities, any group interested in P.T.A. and let’s continue as we 
have in the past until such notice is given to do different.” The Georgia Colored 
Congress did the same by voting to return their officers for another year at its 
convention in March 1970. Gill received Jones’s response shortly thereafter, 
FIgure	5.4
The unification ceremony of the two PTa branches in atlanta, georgia, 10. Clara gay is behind 
the podium, and Pearl gay is to her right. (Source: Photo reprinted with permission and courtesy of 
national PTa)
C h a P T e r  10
and again, white leaders stalled. Its brief reply included a caveat that they 
should wait so that “all school adjustments have time to be made. After the 
first of the calendar year all of us should be able to see the direction in which 
our organization must go.”88
 Gill and other black PTA leaders again looked to the national office for 
assistance in prodding the white Alabama state leadership to act. They asked 
about their status in the National PTA and claimed, “This information is badly 
needed. What is the affiliation of the Alabama Congress of Colored Parents 
and Teachers with the National Congress of Parents and Teachers since the 
merger?” Realizing she had done all she could do, national president Pearl 
Price capitulated to the problems of race relations in the South yet again and 
responded that the states with segregated PTA units should function sepa-
rately until those states agreed to a merger. She added, “We realize this can be a 
period of some uncertainty, but we hope the unification of the two congresses 
in the remaining few states will take place without too much undue delay.”89
 However, larger forces were at play as desegregation orders were enforced 
more strongly from 1968 until the early 1970s as a result of the activities of 
the U.S. Supreme Court and Department of Health, Education, and Welfare.90 
Within this climate, as various measures such as busing were implemented in 
schools, white state president Mary Edith Jones contacted Gill to arrange for 
a meeting of the Intergroup Relations Committee in February 1971.91 At the 
meeting, the ACPT agreed to a merger in word, but set no date for it, refusing 
to have it at their annual meeting in March of that year. Black leaders decided 
to host a unification ceremony in Alabama, and Gill sent word to her mem-
bership that the next annual meeting would be the last for the black PTA in 
Alabama. Inasmuch as the Alabama Colored Congress of Parents and Teach-
ers was pushing for the merger, its leaders realized it would come at a steep 
cost. Gill wrote her constituents that they must “realistically reinterpret our 
objectives and work together for all children to have equal opportunities.” She 
announced that there would be no election of new officers.92
 The unification of the two PTA branches in Alabama was set to take place 
at the fifty-seventh annual meeting of the Alabama Colored Congress on April 
16, 1971. Even though it still took some convincing to get white state leaders 
to attend, the officers of the Alabama Colored Congress felt they had executed 
a coup: they would be controlling the unification since it was to take place 
on their turf. Gill and her officers prepared for the last annual meeting of 
Alabama’s Colored Congress with mixed emotions because desegregation was 
finally going to come to fruition but, they realized, would result in the end of 
their organization. Gill referred to the loss they were about to experience in 
the convention program: “We shall always treasure the memories of an organ-
ization that was and will forever be dear to all of us for it is true we are really 
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losing more than most of you have any dreams of, or realize.” Gill concluded 
by imploring her workers to continue to support the PTA through their efforts 
on behalf of all children.93
 But as Gill continued to make plans for the unification ceremony, she 
learned that National President Pearl Price would not be able to make it as 
originally expected. Also, she faced continued resistance on the part of the 
white leadership in Alabama. She wrote Jones, asking whether the Intergroup 
Relations Committee could meet just prior to the meeting, and requested that 
Jones give an official greeting and announcement about the merger. Jones 
and her officers refused. They complained to the National PTA office via the 
district representative, “It is my understanding that she has made plans for 
unification without consulting her Board or informing us of her contacts with 
the National PTA.” As in the past, the national office tried to remain on the 
sidelines as state-level representatives tried to involve it to leverage their posi-
tions.94
 Jones and her officers eventually capitulated and agreed to attend the 
ACCPT’s meeting. Pearl Price had nudged Jones prior to the convention, 
explaining that Gill “is eagerly anticipating your presence and participation in 
the unification ceremony.” She concluded, “I hope it will be a happy occasion, 
one that will open doors of mutual understanding that will be beneficial to all 
the children of Alabama.” On Friday, April 16, 1971, the unification ceremony 
of the two PTA branches in Alabama took place, but left the black PTA lead-
ership confused. ACPT officers stayed only as long as they needed to at the 
convention and signed the “Declaration of Unification.” The Alabama Colored 
Congress carried on its program after they left, with no plan of action as to 
how the unified PTA would be run. Following the convention, Gill wrote Jones 
to inquire about next steps. She had been fielding questions from her PTA 
workers in the state and did not know how to advise them. Of primary impor-
tance was the representation of black members on the Board of Managers of 
the new Alabama Congress of Parents and Teachers. “I am writing to ask if it 
is possible that a 3rd, 4th or possibly 5th Vice President’s office can be added 
and being the immediate Past President of the Alabama Congress of Colored 
Parents and Teachers, if I could be considered for this spot and by so doing, 
unification will have really become a reality.” Gill pointed out that other states 
had set this precedent.95
 Unlike the appointment of black officers in other states such as North 
Carolina and Georgia, there is no evidence that Gill and her co-workers in 
Alabama’s Black PTA were invited to serve on the newly unified state Con-
gress. Although Clara Gay assumed a position on the national board, the states 
in the Deep South were less inclined to follow the suggestion of the NCPT 
and include black members on the state boards. Gay lamented this lapse in 
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following unification guidelines as she pointed out to her membership that 
there was very little representation of African Americans at “high-level meet-
ings” of the PTA. There were just two, she pointed out, who were elected to the 
NCPT’s National Board. Even in states “where the dual system of education 
has never been a problem,” there was a dearth of black PTA leaders. For Gay, 
the challenge was in becoming one organization while maintaining an identity. 
“When there is no National Congress of Colored Parents and Teachers,” she 
asked, “who will represent the Negro?” Ethel Kight echoed Gay’s concerns, 
asking, “If Negroes are not in attendance at [NCPT] meetings, to voice their 
opinions from the mergers, what has been gained?” It was a sour and anticli-
mactic note to end over fifty years of segregation in the PTA. The hopes of 
a stronger organization to represent the nation’s children had been dashed 
amid confusion, mistrust, and lack of clear direction. Perhaps more surprising, 
what had once been a strong and flexible federated organization with a swift, 
streamlined communication network began its quiet dissolution, drowned 
out by the din of busing concerns, racial angst, and the economic and political 
woes of the war in Vietnam.96
Conclusion
In local and state PTA units, black members did not feel welcome at PTA 
meetings, parents were left without an easily available way to work with teach-
ers and volunteer at schools, and leaders were passed over for officer positions, 
even though in some locations, such as Kentucky, there were largely unsuc-
cessful attempts to enlist black members. Given the lack of documentation on 
what transpired in the black PTA during these years, it is difficult to establish 
how many black educational leaders remained with the federation at state and 
local levels. Even though some state PTA units included token representa-
tion of African Americans on executive committees, there no longer was a 
critical mass of black PTA leaders—teachers, parents, and citizens—to guide 
the education of black children. The dispersal of black teachers and princi-
pals with almost two decades of desegregation efforts was mirrored in the 
black PTA. The white PTA in Alabama, Kentucky, Georgia, and other South-
ern states carried on as usual with little mention of black members or their 
interests. Therefore, throughout the South, black communities lost decades of 
work of training leaders in schools and communities through the disbanding 
of the Colored Congresses in Alabama, Georgia, and the rest of the South. 
The pattern was repeated in other black voluntary associations, as the net-
works of civil society that united communities of African Americans became 
frayed and torn. Thus, the institutional infrastructure of the NCCPT and other 
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organizations devoted to the education of black children was diminished to 
the point of ineffectiveness.97
 Through the process of integrating with the white PTA, NCCPT leaders 
remained philosophical while they articulated their awareness that life would 
change forever for families, schools, and communities. As they acknowledged, 
“Change is part of the growth process of life . . . [and desegregation has forged] 
new paths, new duties to fulfill and new purposes to carry out,” they faced a 
grim situation. Even Clara Gay, who had supported the merger, announced, 
“We want integration but we don’t want our black children to feel they do not 
have any of their race to imitate.” Gay, one of the two former NCCPT officers 
elected to the NCPT Board of Managers, was given the charge of gathering 
unification reports and fiscal information for the former state units of the 
Colored Congress. It was a task that she described as leaving her mentally and 
physically exhausted.98
 In Georgia, the state’s Colored Congress closed out its fiscal affairs and 
completed the process of integration with the white PTA. Narvie Harris issued 
her last “President’s Message” in the organization’s journal, Our Georgia Fam-
ily. Like the remaining members of the Colored Congress around the South, 
Harris was troubled by the way the unification played out and what it meant 
for black communities. Much of the rhetoric of the white PTA leadership at 
this time encouraged members to embrace the history of the organization and 
to march forward to desegregate the remaining local units of the PTA. Harris 
wrote, “[N]ow faced with extinctness as an organization due to changes in 
federal laws, we need to explore and see our directions more clearly.” She did 
not remain with the organization long, even though she supported the ideals 
of the National PTA for years to come. Other NCCPT officers probably ended 
up like Harris, and continued to work as administrators and teachers, but 
without the benefits of the networks found in the institutional infrastructure 
of such organizations as the NCCPT and teachers’ organizations. After the 
DeKalb School System was desegregated in 1969, Harris moved out of her role 
as a Jeanes teacher and was named district-wide Instructional Coordinator for 
Elementary Education, where she remained until her retirement in 1983. After 
her retirement she reflected on the impact of desegregation and remarked, 
“The adjustment to better conditions was not an easy transition, but a neces-
sary one.”99
 In the final years of the PTA’s dual system, black leaders in the Deep South 
struggled with the realization that uniting with the white organization meant 
disaster after decades of building a separate organization and developing lead-
ership for the African American community. The last total membership figure 
for the NCCPT was 200,000 in 1967. Presumably, the total membership would 
drop to zero with the unification; however, the membership of the newly 
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combined PTA did not increase by that amount in the late 1960s or even in 
the early 1970s. In fact, the National PTA membership declined by over a half 
million from 1969 to 1970. Even though it is very likely that after 1970 the 
association began to count black members, in 1970 PTA membership began a 
downward slide from 9.6 million to a low of 5.2 million members in 1982.
 The many remaining white units carried on as though nothing had ever 
happened, especially in the South. In April 1973, the South Carolina Con-
gress of Parents and Teachers celebrated its fiftieth anniversary with much 
pageantry. The lieutenant governor gave the official greeting, and local profes-
sor J. C. Holler gave a talk titled “You’ve Come a Long Way.” Membership in 
the state unit was on the rise again, after taking a dive after unification; it had 
picked up four thousand new members that year after losing twelve thousand 
from 1970 to 1971. The program included the usual topics: child welfare, edu-
cation, and school financing issues. Awards were given for membership, and 
past presidents and leaders—all white—were honored. It is unclear though 
virtually certain that no black members or officers attended the event. Black 
members’ attending the event would have added insult to injury, because the 
event was the anniversary of the founding of the state’s white Congress; South 
Carolina’s Colored Congress was not founded until 1931. At the celebration, 
there were no references to race or the unification, and no greetings extended 
to the newest members of the National Congress of Parents and Teachers.100
 Desegregation marked the end of an era for the PTA, as it signaled the 
end of its central role in American education. With the unification of its two 
branches and other factors—such as women’s entering the workforce in greater 
numbers and the increasing popularity of nonaffiliated parent-teacher organi-
zations—came its diminished influence over legislation, education, and child 
welfare. African American parents, teachers, and other community mem-
bers no longer found a home for their issues and concerns in the integrated 
National Congress. The ultimate move toward inclusion, desegregation, ended 
up excluding black members, parents, and citizens. The National PTA, like 
other civic organizations, has experienced significant declines in membership, 
as Americans have ceased to appreciate the benefits of belonging to large-scale 
voluntary associations: face-to-face meetings, opportunities for civic discourse 
as well as socialization, and the chance to meet others similar to as well as 
unlike themselves. At the same time, educators and policymakers should won-
der what has been gained and what is lost with the diminished role of civil 
society in public education.
foR yEARs I have had the joy of having a research topic that is as easy to explain to the layperson as to the professional historian—the mere 
mention that I was writing a book on the history of the PTA caused people 
to nod in immediate understanding. Yet I found myself frustrated in trying 
to overcome the popular culture stereotypes of a PTA composed of white, 
middle-class soccer moms vying for power and control in local schools. To 
me, the organization has meant more, despite the large measure of truth to 
these characterizations. Such contemporary images belie the association’s 
past as a civic organization that has allowed for diverse members’ expression 
of hopes and goals for public education. For me, the history of the PTA has 
always been about race and difference, in terms of who was included, who 
was excluded, and what ideals they espoused. Therefore, while I acknowledge 
that the National PTA has always been overwhelmingly represented by white, 
middle-class women, I hope that this book reveals how the racial policies and 
practices of the organization presented the biggest challenge to its leaders.
 Among the great voluntary federations of the twentieth century, the PTA 
was widely accepted by citizens who saw in the organization the opportunity 
to lead, to serve, and to address society’s most challenging issues through edu-
cation, such as poverty, child welfare, health, and discrimination. Such were 
the advantages of membership and activism in civil society, that space between 
individual action and governmental oversight. While millions of members 
around the country studied and adhered to PTA policy as if it were gospel, the 
organization’s federated design allowed for variance in addressing regionally, 
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The history of our Congress is not written in terms of great bank balances, great 
presidents, or great potentates. It is written by the people, the earnest simple fol-
lowers who face each day squarely and courageously, sparing not themselves.1
—NCCPT President Beatrice Moore Morgan, 1951
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ethnically, racially, ideologically, and socioeconomically diverse needs. This 
was both a benefit and a drawback. While it allowed for the rapid and far-
reaching growth and expansion of the organization, at times national leaders 
were powerless to enforce policy, as exemplified by the attempts to desegregate 
Southern units. One way to view this is that bridging social capital—connec-
tions among unlike groups and individuals—was as necessary as bonding social 
capital—links with similar individuals or groups—to bring diverse members 
together to span the geographic reaches of the United States. Likewise, distrust 
motivated members to take ownership of their roles, learn PTA policy, and 
develop programs to serve their communities, instead of allowing others to 
teach, guide, and monitor their children. The development of a strong, well-
coordinated infrastructure helped individuals develop leadership skills, spread 
the PTA program around the country, and made members—the majority of 
whom were women—feel as though they were able to bring about large-scale 
change. Citizens from different regions, socioeconomic backgrounds, and 
cultures found appealing the organization’s emphasis on school and social 
reform. Oddly enough, the organization was at its strongest numerically when 
it was segregated and members realized what would be lost with unification.
 One of the benefits of membership in voluntary associations is the oppor-
tunity to be a part of something bigger, to meet people outside of one’s geo-
graphic region and social circle, in addition to getting to know one’s neighbors 
better. Regularly held face-to-face meetings are an important aspect of vol-
untary organizations, as citizens come together to discuss, debate, and even 
socialize. In such settings the potential exists for discourse around problems 
and challenges in education and other social issues. This discursive arena, 
found in church groups, fraternal societies, and other organizations, was not 
fully realized in the National PTA. In one sense, the PTA achieved a modi-
cum of success by providing a forum for exchange of concerns, ideas, wants, 
and needs between black and white educators and lay activists through for-
mal committees. There were few other arenas in the early twentieth century 
for these discussions to take place, particularly in regard to public education. 
Nonetheless, segregation proved too difficult for the organization to over-
come. The National PTA could not devise a suitable structure to bring black 
and white members together with regularity to address issues of concern, even 
though the potential existed through committees and extension offices.
 One of the central arguments in this book has been although the PTA was 
indeed run by a majority of middle-class, white women, we are well cautioned 
to remember that it was adapted by diverse groups of citizens who found in 
its design a viable means to work with the growing public education system. 
This feature of the PTA was a central theme in this study, as I explored the 
meaning and influence of civic organizations in public education. If we take 
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parents and citizens as organized volunteers and not as individuals vested 
primarily in their particular interests, the landscape of the school volunteer 
looks much different than has been portrayed in the historiography. In other 
words, cooperation and conflict are not the only ways to frame this history. 
Therefore, this book examined how the PTA idea—that of organized groups 
of volunteers—took root and gave voice to those in the center as well as those 
on the margins of decision making in schools, understanding that the loca-
tion of the margin and center depend on where one stands. In some instances, 
black teachers and PTA leaders—such as Narvie Harris and Clara Gay—at the 
hub of their communities, were on the periphery of school decision making 
when it came to all-white boards of education. In other cases, white nonpro-
fessionals—state leaders such as Eunice Harper Leonard of South Carolina 
and Martha Rutledge of Alabama—were marginalized in schools, which led to 
the strengthening of a parallel educational institution that afforded them some 
measure of power and influence in education. Therefore, the PTA, as a feder-
ated association, defined a civic space for women volunteers. The PTA pro-
gram took on different forms, purposes, and goals in different locales as ideas 
and skills were transferred from one place to another and changed over time. 
Black and white women rose through the ranks, and some activities remained 
constant over time, such as the emphasis on providing school lunches and 
holding fundraisers.
CARRyINg ouT this research has been a formidable challenge. While 
sources on the white PTA, or NCPT, are abundant and can be found easily, it 
was difficult to research the black PTA because so little documentation exists. 
All a researcher needs to do is visit a local historical society or peruse the 
databases of university and public archives, and an overwhelming amount of 
data can be found on the NCPT. There is more than one can possibly assess 
for one book. Moreover, the National PTA headquarters had maintained an 
extensive collection of minutes, state histories, periodicals, photos, and led-
gers—now housed at the University of Illinois at Chicago—yet sources on the 
National Congress of Colored Parents and Teachers are hard to find in that 
particular collection and elsewhere. A couple of treasure troves helped provide 
much-needed information about the black PTA’s leaders and activities: two 
organizational histories, of the NCCPT and Georgia Colored Congress, and 
the extant issues of Our National Family and Our Georgia Family, housed at 
the Library of Congress.
 The dearth of documentation, especially of state and local units, on the 
NCCPT is reflective of its relationship to the white association and its status 
as an organization in the history of American education. Since no national 
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headquarters remains for the Colored Congress, my early research explora-
tions had me contacting the NCPT state affiliates around the South, only to 
learn that little was saved for posterity. In contrast to the many collections on 
white PTA units found around the United States, I located only one collection 
of black PTA documents in Alabama, and it was thin. Thankfully, however, it 
was enough to help me understand and interpret the challenges of desegregat-
ing a state unit.
 What I came to realize was that when Southern state and local PTA units 
integrated, the many documents of the black association were not kept despite 
one of the provisions of the unification agreement, that the white PTA would 
“receive all of the archives of the NCCPT . . . and will give them an honored 
place alongside and as part of the corresponding records of the NCPT.” My 
find in Alabama helped me learn that the NCCPT took great care to turn 
over its assets, debts, and papers, but they were not catalogued appropriately, 
or even saved. In May 1972 former state president Tessie Nixon delivered the 
files of the Alabama Congress of Colored Parents and Teachers so that they 
could become part of the history and holdings of the newly integrated PTA. 
As records show, her boxes and containers were “graciously accepted by the 
Board of Alabama Congress of Parents and Teachers,” though only one folder 
of materials remains in the present-day archives. The impression I obtained 
after these early research explorations was that the NCCPT was seen as almost 
an entirely separate and distinct organization by many at the local and state 
levels, and my fear is that much was discarded. This insight was remarkable to 
me because I knew the NCCPT valued the preservation of its legacy, kept care-
ful records, and created a paper trail, the tracings of which had been scattered 
as Southern PTA units integrated beginning with the Brown decision of 1954 
and ending with the unification in 1970. For example, local units maintained 
their own historical records, as part of PTA policy. These “procedure books” 
are referred to time and again in black PTA histories and periodicals, but I 
have not located a single one.2
 Even though the black PTA was proportionately smaller than the white 
PTA, it is important to recognize how widely linked it was with civil rights 
and African American organizations. Moreover, it served as an integral part 
of the PTA infrastructure by allowing the association to find its way into 
African American rural and urban communities and schools. The black PTA 
network accomplished much throughout the duration of its existence. Most 
importantly, it helped create and support a system of schools in the American 
South and provided a network for black educators across the South during 
the days of segregated schools. This network united schools and educational 
leaders across location, and it was there for the schoolteachers, who learned 
about organizing citizens to support local schools from colleagues at NCCPT 
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meetings and through other organizations with which the black PTA was net-
worked, such as the American Teachers’ Association, the NAACP, and the 
Urban League. Therefore, membership in the NCCPT afforded black women 
teachers and other community members leadership training, collegiality, and a 
means to express their hopes for public education and the school curriculum. 
Beyond this, it kept the white PTA honest, in a manner of speaking. In other 
words, the white PTA did not always act on the rhetoric on child welfare and 
inclusion that it espoused. This is the contribution the segregated PTA made; 
by its very existence it kept the idea of racial equality and inclusion on the 
PTA program. As these pages reveal, however, the black PTA placed race at 
the center of its platform, while white local and state PTA units, in most cases, 
chose not to address race or inequality.
 Therefore, the commitment to racial inclusion in schools, society, and the 
organization manifested itself in vastly different ways in the two PTA branches. 
It appeared more frequently as slogans than actions in the white PTA, while 
the black PTA placed race and racial equality at the center of its program. Even 
though the Congress of Mothers was more forward-thinking than other wom-
en’s organizations about racial inclusion at the turn of the twentieth century, 
its leaders never did find a way to successfully bring together black and white 
members in one association. In these early years, white and black school-
improvement associations worked separately, each focusing on the needs at 
hand.
 After 1920, with the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment, the years of 
maternalist politics ended, but white and black women continued their school 
support efforts with increasing vigor through the 1960s. What is to account 
for women’s activism through the middle decades of the twentieth century? 
Although women had the vote, they took up volunteer work in communities 
and schools with even greater urgency. Several conclusions may be reached. 
First, women’s membership in the PTA and other civic associations was viewed 
as a part of life, parenting, and being a citizen and community member, in 
addition to formal political participation. Also, however, the wide appeal of 
parent-teacher groups cannot be overlooked, as well as the fact that the PTA 
idea and structure allowed for the participation of many and the expression of 
hopes for education and child welfare in a democracy through membership in 
a federated voluntary organization. Finally, it suggests that the historiography 
of women’s political activism in the twentieth century needs to be viewed in a 
new light. While scholars have tended to adhere to the periodization offered 
by the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment, contrasting women’s activism 
before and after they had the vote, I would like to suggest adding a different 
perspective. Given that membership in voluntary associations has played such 
a significant role in women’s—and men’s—lives in the twentieth century, we 
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should reconsider women’s activism according to political scientists’ findings 
regarding the rise and fall (and even rise again) of volunteerism and member-
ship in civic organizations. This would help explain the significant growth and 
influence of the National PTA through mid-century and would account for the 
steep declines in the 1960s.
ThIs book joins the growing number of scholarly works in recent years 
that have revealed the losses faced by black communities with the implemen-
tation of desegregation. It adds another layer to this history, moving beyond 
the local case study, to show the intersection of volunteer and professional 
roles on a broader scale, through a national network. The benefits of mem-
bership in the federation—being linked to a formidable operation that would 
represent local interests and offer training and leadership—continued on for 
most of the twentieth century. Yet, in the quest for equitable public schooling, 
desegregation efforts challenged the infrastructure of the organization and 
began to erode an important dimension of civil society, the associational link 
between home and school. We are learning of late how a multitude of African 
American teachers and principals lost their jobs after Brown, yet continued to 
fight for desegregation despite their knowledge of what was to come. Along 
with unemployment came the erosion of a segment of civil society that helped 
give agency to African Americans. The implications of these losses are not 
to be taken lightly and should be considered by researchers seeking to study 
parental involvement in today’s schools.
 I hope that the gaps in this study will lead other scholars to further explora-
tion. In particular, this work focuses on a dichotomized black-white member-
ship at the expense of investigating other ethnic, cultural, and racial groups. 
To a certain extent, this was a function of the available documentation, but to 
an even greater degree, it was the result of my own research interests in seg-
regated schools and the networks of support that guided them in the early to 
mid-twentieth century. The PTA’s structure as a segregated organization also 
led to the black-white bifurcation in this study. For the interested researcher, 
there were many other ethnic and cultural groups that ran affiliated parent-
teacher associations around the country. Finally, one of the historian’s greatest 
challenges is not seeing what she expects to see. At times throughout I was 
faced with the challenge of not resorting to oversimplification in writing about 
white and black PTA members, by keeping myself from painting white work-
ers as passive about race work and black members in a sentimental light. There 
existed several different opinions and ideologies within each of the two groups 
that I hope I have portrayed with accuracy and nuance, such as the white 
national-level leaders who felt frustrated with segregationist state and local 
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leaders in the South, black leaders who disagreed on whether to integrate, 
and white segregationists who refused to join the same association as African 
Americans.3
 This history of the National PTA raises questions about the role of volun-
tary associations, civic engagement, and civil society in public education. What 
is the relationship between civic organizations, as expressions of democracy, 
and public schools, places where the principles of democracy and democratic 
life are to be taught? Where is the line between professional and volunteer 
support, and how does this line complicate democratic ideas about who has 
a say in education? In what ways do national civic organizations help or hin-
der local, state, and national educational reforms? Most pressing for me in 
this research was considering the dissolution of a federated network of black 
educators and volunteers and what this has meant for families, schools, and 
communities around the nation. It has had an impact on us all.
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Introduction
 1. Ellen Henrotin, “The Cooperation of Woman’s Clubs in the Public Schools,” Jour-
nal of Proceedings and Addresses of the Thirty-Sixth Annual Meeting of the National Educa-
tion Association (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1897), 73–82, hereafter referred to as 
NEA Proceedings; and Anne Firor Scott, Natural Allies: Women’s Associations in American 
History (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1992), 177.
 2. Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, ed. Harvey C. Mansfield and Delba 
Winthrop (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 489. Over one hundred years 
later such observations continued, as Arthur Schlesinger called the United States a “na-
tion of joiners.” Arthur M. Schlesinger, Sr., “Biography of a Nation of Joiners,” American 
Historical Review 50, no. 1 (1944): 1–25. More recently, the declining membership of civic 
associations has been lamented by scholars such as Robert D. Putnam, Bowling Alone: The 
Collapse and Revival of American Community (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2000); Rob-
ert N. Bellah, Richard Madsen, William M. Sullivan, Ann Swidler, and Steven M. Tipton, 
Habits of the Heart: Individualism and Commitment in American Life (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, [1985], 1996); and Theda Skocpol et al., “How Americans Became 
Civic,” in Civic Engagement in American Democracy, ed. Theda Skocpol and Morris P. 
Fiorina (Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press, 1999), 33. Skocpol et al. make the 
distinction between membership associations and voluntary groups, referring to the latter 
as “groups in which people did things together as members, even if they also engaged in 
some delivery of charitable aid to others and/or delivery of services to the broader com-
munity.” Theda Skocpol, Marshall Ganz, Ruth Aguilera-Vaques, Jennifer Oser, Christine 
Woyshner, and David Siu, “Organizing America: Launching National Membership As-
sociations in the United States, 1860–1920,” paper presented at the American Sociological 
Association Annual Meeting, August 1998, 1.
 3. Skocpol et al., “How Americans Became Civic,” 33; and Theda Skocpol and Morris 
P. Fiorina, “Making Sense of the Civic Education Debate,” in Civic Engagement in Ameri-
can Democracy, 2. A contemporary look at education and civil society is found in Diane 
Ravitch and Joseph P. Viteritti, eds., Making Good Citizens: Education and Civil Society 
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2001). However, civil society is not a neutral term. 
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For a discussion of its different uses and applications, see Bob Edwards and Michael W. 
Foley, “Civil Society and Social Capital,” in Beyond Tocqueville: Civil Society and the Social 
Capital Debate in Comparative Perspective, ed. Bob Edwards, Michael W. Foley, and Mario 
Diani (Hanover, NH: University Press of New England, 2001), 2.
 4. Among them, works that have influenced my thinking include Putnam, Bowl-
ing Alone; Theda Skocpol, Diminished Democracy: From Membership to Management in 
American Civic Life (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2003); Theda Skocpol, Mar-
shall Ganz, and Ziad Munson, “A Nation of Organizers: The Institutional Origins of Civic 
Voluntarism in the United States,” The American Political Science Review 94, no. 3 (2000): 
527–46; Elisabeth S. Clemens, The People’s Lobby: Organizational Innovation and the Rise 
of Interest Group Politics in the United States, 1890–1925 (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1997); and Gerald Gamm and Robert D. Putnam, “The Growth of Voluntary As-
sociations in America, 1840–1940,” Journal of Interdisciplinary History 29, no. 3 (1999): 
511–57.
 5. For example, see Jonathan Zimmerman, Distilling Democracy: Alcohol Education 
in America’s Public Schools (Lawrence: University of Kansas Press, 1999); Wayne J. Urban, 
Gender, Race, and the National Education Association: Professionalism and Its Limitations 
(New York: RoutledgeFalmer, 2000); Carol F. Karpinski, “A Visible Company of Profes-
sionals”: African Americans and the National Education Association during the Civil Rights 
Movement (New York: Peter Lang, 2008); and Richard Kluger, Simple Justice: The History 
of Brown v. Board of Education and Black America’s Struggle for Equality (New York: Al-
fred A. Knopf, 1976). See also R. Scott Baker, Paradoxes of Desegregation: African Ameri-
can Struggles for Educational Equity in Charleston, South Carolina, 1926–1972 (Columbia: 
University of South Carolina Press, 2006); David S. Cecelski, Along Freedom Road: Hyde 
County, North Carolina, and the Fate of Black Schools in the South (Chapel Hill: University 
of North Carolina Press, 1994); and Vanessa Siddle Walker, Their Highest Potential: An 
African American School Community in the Segregated South (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 1996).
 6. Here I am adapting Skocpol et al.’s argument that civic organizations were confi-
dent in their ability to make change at the local and national levels. See “How Americans 
Became Civic,” 29; and Gabriel A. Almond and Sidney Verba, The Civic Culture: Politi-
cal Attitudes and Democracy in Five Nations (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
1963). For this discussion in terms of the history of education, see Lawrence A. Cremin, 
“Family and Community Linkages in American Education: Some Comments on the Re-
cent Historiography,” Teachers College Record 79 (May 1978): 683–704.
 7. Skocpol et al.’s framework of historical institutionalism calls for an examination of 
changing patterns of organization over time, the reallocation of resources for collective so-
cial and educational actions, and transformations in the relationship between and among 
diverse members of an organization and in society. See “How Americans Became Civic,” 
13–14. She argues, “An institutional approach to civic life suggests that state, politics, and 
society are—for better or worse—inevitably intertwined.” Skocpol, Ganz, and Munson, “A 
Nation of Organizers,” 542. On the institutional infrastructure of black organizations, see 
Michael Fultz, “Caught between a Rock and a Hard Place,” unpublished paper presented at 
the American Educational Research Association’s annual meeting, Chicago, Illinois, April 
2007; and Mary S. Hoffschwelle, The Rosenwald Schools of the American South (Gaines-
ville: University Press of Florida, 2006). At its peak in the mid-1960s, the PTA had ap-
proximately 12 million members. By 1980 it was down to 6 million.
 8. Skocpol, Ganz, and Munson, “A Nation of Organizers.” I discuss the extension of 
women’s reform efforts beyond the Progressive era in Christine Woyshner and Anne Meis 
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Knupfer, “Introduction: Women, Volunteerism, and Education,” in The Educational Work 
of Women’s Organizations, 1890–1960, ed. Anne Meis Knupfer and Christine Woyshner 
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), 3.
 9. William W. Cutler III, Parents and Schools: The 150-Year Struggle for Control in 
Education (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 7. An early work on voluntary 
associations and the schools is Bessie Louise Pierce’s Public Opinion and the Teaching of 
History in the United States (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1926). According to Jonathan 
Zimmerman, Pierce’s book and others of this era cast “lay activists as ignorant hordes who 
were clamoring at the schoolhouse gates.” See Zimmerman, “Storm over the Schoolhouse: 
Exploring Popular Influences upon the American Curriculum, 1890–1941,” Teachers Col-
lege Record 100, no. 3 (1999): 602–26; quote on p. 603.
 10. Reese argues, “One cannot underestimate the importance of [education profes-
sionals], but school innovation was a dynamic, interactive process involving diverse com-
munity groups. William J. Reese, Power and the Promise of School Reform: Grassroots 
Movements during the Progressive Era (New York: Teachers College Press, [1986], 2002), 
xxi. See also Robert H. Wiebe, The Search for Order, 1877–1920 (New York: Hill and Wang, 
1967).
 11. See Cutler, Parents and Schools; Molly Ladd-Taylor, Mother-Work: Women, Child 
Welfare and the State, 1890–1930 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1997); Steven L. 
Schlossman, “Before Home Start: Notes toward a History of Parent Education in Ameri-
ca,” Harvard Educational Review 46, no. 3 (1976): 436–67; and Theda Skocpol, Protecting 
Soldiers and Mothers: The Political Origins of Social Policy in the United States (Cambridge, 
MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1992). For a contrasting view in 
which the author discards theories of imposition and social control, see Reese, Power and 
the Promise of School Reform.
 12. Darlene Rebecca Roth, Matronage: Patterns in Women’s Organizations, Atlanta, 
Georgia, 1890–1940 (Brooklyn: Carlson Publishing, Inc., 1994), 11. Roth echoes Evelyn 
Brooks Higginbotham’s point in reference to women in the black church. Higginbotham 
argues that women’s efforts were not “dramatic protest but everyday forms of resistance to 
oppression and demoralization,” mostly through fundraising and other volunteer contri-
butions. Righteous Discontent: The Women’s Movement in the Black Baptist Church, 1880–
1920 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1993), 2.
 13. Some studies of the PTA focus on the organization’s impact on U.S. federal policy, 
pointing out that the organization did “a lot more than discussing literature, holding tea 
parties, and supporting local schools and projects for community betterment.” See Skocpol 
and Fiorina, “Making Sense of the Civic Engagement Debate,” 15; and Clemens, The Peo-
ple’s Lobby. Most of the research that examines the PTA focuses on its role in social welfare 
legislation and much less on how the organization influenced the school curriculum. See 
Robyn L. Muncy, Creating a Female Dominion in American Reform, 1890–1935 (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1991), 93; Ladd-Taylor, Mother-Work, 167–90; Skocpol, 
Protecting Soldiers and Mothers, 10, 494–522; and Sheila Rothman, Woman’s Proper Place: 
A History of Changing Ideals and Practices, 1870 to the Present (New York: Basic Books, 
1978), 136–40. The assumption is that national legislative issues are much more relevant 
historically than the typical activities of PTA women, considered to be “more mundane,” 
such as organizing and staffing school lunchrooms, libraries, and health clinics. See Cutler, 
Parents and Schools, 73.
 14. In this regard, I am adapting Baker’s definition of “political” as women’s influ-
encing the government and local communities. See Paula Baker, “The Domestication of 
Politics: Women and American Political Society, 1780–1920,” American Historical Review 
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89, no. 3 (1984): 620–47. On PTA work as political, see Lynn Weiner, “Motherhood, Race, 
and the PTA in the Postwar Era,” unpublished paper presented at the annual meeting of 
the American Educational Research Association, April 2000, New Orleans.
 15. On the new woman and the early PTA, see Schlossman, “Before Home Start.” For 
maternalism, see Molly Ladd-Taylor, “Toward Defining Maternalism in US History,” Jour-
nal of Women’s History 5, no. 2 (1993): 111. See also Seth Koven and Sonya Michel, eds., 
Mothers of a New World: Maternalist Politics and the Origins of Welfare States (New York: 
Routledge, 1993); and Lynn Y. Weiner, “Maternalism as a Paradigm,” Journal of Women’s 
History 5, no. 2 (1993): 96–98.
 16. Linda K. Kerber, “Separate Spheres, Female Worlds, and Woman’s Place: The Rhet-
oric of Women’s History,” reprinted in History of Women in the United States (New York: 
K. G. Saur, 1992). See also Rosalind Rosenberg, Beyond Separate Spheres: Intellectual Roots 
of Modern Feminism (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1982). I synthesize the lit-
erature on separate spheres and discuss pitfalls in Christine Woyshner, “The Education of 
Women for Marriage and Motherhood: Coverture, Community, and Consumerism in the 
Separate Spheres,” History of Education Quarterly 43, no. 3 (2003): 410–28.
 17. See, for example, research by Skocpol, Protecting Soldiers and Mothers, 1992; Ladd-
Taylor, Mother-Work, 1997; and Muncy, Creating a Female Dominion in American Reform. 
The notion of multiple arenas or spheres of activities is explored in Anne Ruggles Gere, 
Intimate Practices: Literacy and Cultural Work in U.S. Women’s Clubs, 1880–1920 (Urbana: 
University of Illinois Press, 1997).
 18. James L. Leloudis, “School Reform in the New South: The Woman’s Association 
for the Betterment of Public School Houses in North Carolina, 1902–1919,” The Journal 
of American History 69, no. 4 (1983): 891, 894n18. See also James L. Leloudis, Schooling 
the New South: Pedagogy, Self, and Society in North Carolina, 1880–1920 (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 1996); and William Stephenson, Sallie Southall Cot-
ten: A Woman’s Life in North Carolina (Greenville, NC: Pamlico Press, 1987). The “new 
woman” of the early twentieth century was white, college-educated, and single; she was 
viewed as challenging the status quo in regard to gender roles in the new century. Glenda 
Riley, Inventing the American Woman: An Inclusive History, Part II (Wheeling, IL: Harlan 
Davidson, Inc., 1995), 191. For a study that challenges this simplistic description, see Mar-
tha H. Patterson, Beyond the Gibson Girl: Reimagining the American New Woman (Urbana: 
University of Illinois Press, 2005).
 19. Reese, Power and the Promise of School Reform, 40, 215. While Reese’s study fo-
cused only on four medium-sized cities (Milwaukee, Toledo, Rochester, and Kansas City), 
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was being undertaken by women’s organizations around the nation, even if they were not 
members of a federated organization. Skocpol et al., “How Americans Became Civic,” 52.
 20. Ladd-Taylor, Mother-Work, 3; and Ladd-Taylor, “Toward Defining Maternalism in 
US History,” 110. On feminism, see Nancy F. Cott, The Grounding of Modern Feminism 
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and Social Change: Themes in the History of American Schooling (Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence 
Erlbaum Associates, 2002). If participation in civic groups, churches, and other organi-
zations develops social capital by linking individuals to networks, the understanding is 
that this civic engagement fosters a healthy democracy. See Edwards and Foley, “Preface,” 
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Chapter 1
 1. Clara Bliss Finley as quoted in National Congress of Parents and Teachers, Through 
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